
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  


  
    
      Published by Hot-Lanta Publishing, LLC

      Copyright 2020

      Cover Design By: RBA Designs

      

      This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. To obtain permission to excerpt portions of the text, please contact the author at meghan.quinn.author@gmail.com

      

      All characters in this book are fiction and figments of the author’s imagination.

      

      www.authormeghanquinn.com

      

      Copyright © 2020 Meghan Quinn

      All rights reserved.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Excerpt - The Lineup

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CORY

      

      

      

      I’m fucked.

      I’m sure you hear that all the time, so the term has lost its impact.

      I ran out of sugar for my cookie batter . . . I’m fucked.

      Forgot my phone in my car . . . I’m fucked.

      Saw my neighbor’s old-man balls . . . I’m fucked for life.

      I can guarantee you right now, this is nothing compared to old-man balls and cookies.

      This is way worse.

      This defines the term, I’m fucked.

      What is it you ask?

      It happened after one of the worst baseball seasons of my life. Traded halfway through the season to the team I’d hated my entire life, I was drowning in the constant media attention, persecuting me for the pass off for my multi-million-dollar contract.

      “We want to win,” the Rebels said. “We can do that with Cory Potter wearing black and red.” And just like that, the team I’ve been playing for my entire professional career up and traded me to unload my hefty salary to develop new up-and-comers from the farm system.

      The Rebels.

      I’m a fucking Chicago Rebel. Words I never thought I’d say, especially growing up as a Chicago Bobcats fan, the rival team to the Rebels. Not just rival, but enemies. The teams themselves don’t get along, the fans hate each other, and Chicago is divided for a good portion of the year when the stadium lights are on.

      But here I am, my name attached to the biggest trade in sports history.

      A ballsy move.

      An upset to Baltimore.

      A baseball anomaly: All-American turned Rebel.

      I’ve heard it all, I’ve seen it all, and no matter what’s splashed across the headlines, it doesn’t deviate from the fact that my long-time team decided to part ways with me midseason.

      Mid-fucking-season.

      After fourteen years, I packed up everything and moved back to Chicago.

      But even that’s not why I’m fucked; it’s just the start of it.

      The beginning of the end.

      Dramatic? Maybe.

      But if you were in my shoes, you’d be thinking the same thing.

      After not even coming close to getting into the playoffs, the season ended, I was booed off the field because that’s how Rebels fans are—you don’t perform, they hate you—and I sequestered myself to my practically empty and cold apartment.

      After a week of binge-eating deep-dish pizza and watching every prison documentary on Netflix, my sister finally dragged me out of my apartment, forcing me to attend a Bobbies playoff game with her so we could cheer on my brother-in-law. Her husband.

      Seeing a Rebels player cheering on a Bobbies player plastered all over the news went over just as well as a grandma telling her grandson her favorite pastime is cock-tickling.

      Not well.

      But still . . . not the reason I’m fucked.

      This is beyond worse than that.

      During that game, I got the talk. Not the birds and bees, but the talk from a concerned sister about my lack of social life.

      You really should get out more.

      I know some single moms who are really nice.

      Maybe a dating app might be fun. Girls would be ecstatic to match with the one and only Cory Potter.

      I don’t want you dying alone.

      That last one was a real kicker.

      Dying alone. I’m fucking thirty-five and she has me with one toe in my grave.

      The way I see it is, if you don’t meet your girl in college or high school, you’re sure as shit not going to meet her while playing professional baseball. Not when the schedule is obscenely busy and long, and not when you’re known for one thing in your city: making a shitload of money for playing a sport.

      It’s almost impossible to find genuine relationships when you have this level of fame.

      So I’ve resolved to waiting until after I retire to fall in love.

      That doesn’t mean I’ve been celibate, I’m a man after all—a man with a shitload of adrenaline pumping through him on a daily basis. I’ve had my fair share of one-night stands with women, and a few on a solid repeat with zero expectations. Every woman I’ve bedded I’ve treated with respect, and I’ve been honest with them, because if anything, I’m a genuinely nice guy who doesn’t ever want to make someone feel bad.

      Ask anyone who knows me, I’m the nice guy, the dependable guy, the leader with a heart.

      I don’t screw women over, ever.

      Are you thinking one of those one-night stands turned into an “accident”? Is that the reason I’m fucked? Got a girl I don’t know pregnant?

      Nope, not that either.

      But the conversation I had with Milly pushed me to a new way of thinking.

      I don’t want you dying alone.

      She made me fucking paranoid.

      Was I really going to die alone?

      Were my good years behind me and now I’m old meat on the market?

      Should I be trying to find love in the midst of the craziness of my life?

      Milly made me think, which then made me open up to the idea of finding someone, of looking at women differently, of allowing the relationship part of my brain to turn on.

      So instead of ignoring every woman that has relationship potential I’d possibly look for, I turned off my blinders and started looking for them.

      But I didn’t come close to meeting anyone that remotely fit the box of someone I’d consider going out on a date with. That was until I attended a certain charity event.

      I saw her from across the room. Her smile was what caught my eye, then it was the way she laughed and held on to her brother’s hand, her brother who had cerebral palsy.

      It was the way she’d lean into him, hold him, as if he was the most wonderful human she’d ever met.

      The fact that she was absolutely breathtaking with piercing blue eyes had nothing to do with it.

      It was her infectious laughter.

      Her kind heart.

      Her dedication to her family.

      In a matter of seconds, I wanted to know her, wanted to find out her name, wanted to be in her orbit. Wanted to be a recipient of her warmth and affection.

      I watched her from across the room, how she interacted with every person who came up to her, and when I was finally granted the opportunity to introduce myself, my breath caught in my throat when our hands connected. I felt my heart slam against the cage in my chest. And I knew, in that moment, with our hands mid shake, my life would never be the same.

      Her name is Natalie.

      Sister to my new teammate Jason Orson and his twin brother Joseph.

      Director of Jason’s foundation, The Lineup.

      And the reason why I’m utterly fucked.

      Because while I started to grow attached to this magnetic and beautiful woman, when I told my sister about her, she informed me there was a ring on Natalie’s finger.

      A ring that didn’t belong to me.

      Hope plummeted in the matter of seconds as I felt the color from my besotted face drain into a puddle of remorse.

      She was married.

      She is fucking married.

      See? Totally fucked.

      I’ve been crushing so hard, because even a month later, I still think about her. I can still hear her laugh, see her smile, feel her hand in mine.

      I want her.

      Fucking bad.

      They say time will heal all wounds, well for me, the more time passes, the more my wound is exposed and tormented.

      Cory Potter is crushing on a married woman . . .

      That is why I am completely and utterly . . . fucked.
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        One Month Earlier

      

      

      

      “Are you okay?” I ask Milly, my sister, who’s shaking.

      She gives me a curt nod and takes a deep breath. “That was . . . amazing.” She looks up at me and sighs. “I never thought I’d have that kind of opportunity in my life.” She shyly smiles and says, “Dreams really do come true.”

      “Uh . . . they came true when you married me,” Carson, her husband, says, pulling her in close to his side to press a kiss to her temple.

      Despite it being a few years since they married, I’m still not quite used to seeing my baby sister with a guy, let alone the starting second baseman for the Chicago Bobcats.

      Flashing a cheeky grin at her husband, Milly playfully says, “Oh yeah, total dream come true.”

      Carson’s face falls and he says, “Why was that said in a sarcastic tone?”

      She grips her fists tightly and brings them to her chest. Dreamily, she glances at the ceiling of the event space and says, “Carson, I love you, but I just played baseball with some of the best names in the sport, and I rocked their worlds.”

      She really fucking did.

      My kid sister has been a baseball fanatic since the first time she saw me pick up a baseball bat. She’s learned every skill and piece of knowledge one could possess about the sport. She is vastly intelligent when it comes to the mechanics of a swing, so much so, that she’s a highly sought after coach in the state of Illinois. She’s always wanted to play with me, but never had the opportunity, because you guessed it . . . she’s a girl.

      Fucking ridiculous if you ask me. She’s a better hitter than half the pitchers on my team.

      So when Jason Orson, the soon-to-be starting catcher for the Chicago Rebels, and my current team, asked if I wanted to participate in the fundraiser game, I had to ask if Milly could join. But Carson beat me to it. And I’m okay with that, because it shows me he’s the right man for her. He knows her. Her wants. Her loves. And he makes sure he shows her that every way he can. As he fucking should. That’s how our dad has loved our mom, and that’s what Milly deserves. Every girl, really.

      “You were a total ringer,” Carson says. “And sexy as hell in those baseball pants.”

      “Can you not say that shit when I’m around?” I ask, feeling an annoying shiver run up my spine. “It’s bad enough I caught you two making out before the game.”

      Milly’s face turns bright red as Carson’s chest puffs in pride. “Can’t help it. I love this girl,” Carson says, just as a waiter passes with a tray of coconut shrimp. “Don’t mind if I do,” he says, grabbing one for everyone.

      I take one from him and together, we all cheers the shrimp and then take a bite. “I haven’t been able to talk to you since the end of the season, so how has your time with the Rebels been?” Carson asks.

      I bite the side of my cheek and look away, trying to handle the raging emotions I’ve tried tamping down since I got the call from my agent that I was traded.

      Fucking traded from my long-standing team, the Baltimore Storm. I was drafted by them, put through their farm system, and then earned a starting position as their first baseman a few years later. From the age of twenty-one to thirty-five, I’ve been a Baltimore Storm . . . until the front office decided to unload my hefty contract onto another team midseason so they could build the team with cheaper players.

      It was a dick move, one I’ve seen many times in my years as a professional player, but I never thought it would actually happen to me. Not to toot my own horn, but I’ve held pretty much every batting record in Baltimore, I’m a crowd favorite, and I’ve done more work than any other player in the community. You think of Baltimore, you think of Cory Potter. I built a home there, I had friends there, I had a community. Hell, I had the best fanbase a man could ask for.

      But when you’re a good player on a struggling team, you’re not much help. More of a hindrance because your contract sucks up all the cash flow. Therefore, something had to go if they wanted to have a shot at a World Series in the coming years. So I was kicked to the curb.

      And the shitty thing about the entire trade was it happened right before the trade deadline during the season. Completely blindsided.

      Out of all teams to want me, it had to be the rival team I’d spent my entire life hating.

      Black and red, the devil’s team, the most hated team in baseball.

      They play dirty, they have unsportsmanlike attitudes, and they’re despised by every Bobbies fan, especially by Chicago, other than their fans who bleed black and red.

      Here in Chicago, the saying goes: you’re either a Bobbie for life or a Rebel at heart.

      Therefore, this past year, I’ve had to find room to be a Rebel at heart. It’s been challenging, to say the least.

      I had the worst second half of a season of my career. I’m not sure if it was from the shock of being traded, from not meshing with the guys on the team, or having to deal with the fans booing me every time I stepped up to plate—since they know where my heart has always favored—but I struggled, more than I care to admit.

      And telling Milly about the trade, hell, that was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. She doesn’t even look at the Rebels, refuses to acknowledge them as a major league team, so when I told her I was traded to them, she cried for a week.

      I didn’t bother getting my family Rebels jerseys, that’s how bad it is. I tried to see if there was any way to get out of my contract, given I don’t get along with the coaches or half the guys on my team, but my agent said there was nothing he could do. I was stuck being a Rebel for at least three more years.  Utter. Fucking. Nightmare.

      I take a sip of my beer and say, “Could be better.”

      Carson winces. I’m sure he’s heard some of the shit I’ve gone through from Milly. “They really booed you every time you went up to bat?”

      I nod. “Yeah. It’s pleasant,” I say sarcastically. “I remember listening to Derek Jeter once say that whenever he stepped foot in Boston and they booed him, he thrived off the collective sound because it meant that he was doing his job as an opponent. I took on the same way of thinking. Getting booed on an opponent’s turf is a compliment. But I’ll tell you this, being booed in your own stadium, by the fans wearing the same name on their chest as you, it’s a fucking gut punch.”

      Milly gently presses her hand to my forearm. “They just know where you come from, where your allegiance is, having grown up in Chicago. They’re going to hold that against you for a while. Rebels fans are shitty like that.”

      I nod, knowing how right Milly is. “Even knowing that didn’t help.” I pull my hand out of my pocket to scratch my jaw, a nervous tick when a piece of paper falls from my pocket to the ground.

      Shit.

      Carson picks it up before I can. When he sees what it is, he says, “Dude, you don’t read this shit, do you?”

      Milly leans over to look at it and immediately frowns. “Cory, when have you ever looked at bad headlines?”

      “Ever since it was my own team writing them,” I answer.

      Carson steps closer and reads it out loud. “Rebels run for the pennant was a half-hearted try this year and there’s only one person to blame: Cory Potter. His high priced contract bruised and depleted all resources from the Rebels front office, leaving the fans wondering if they paid so much for the old man, why wasn’t he performing?” Carson stops there, crumples up the article, and says, “What a load of shit.”

      Concerned, Milly says, “You were not to blame. The pitching staff couldn’t hold up toward the end of the season. It’s hard to win games when you have to score at least ten runs to get the W every time.”

      “I agree, but they’re not going to blame the staff, especially with Maddox Paige at the helm. They’re going to blame me, the guy with the heavy contract who didn’t show up.”

      “You’re one guy, even you can’t make or break the team. That’s why it’s called a team.” Milly rolls her eyes and I can tell she’s getting upset.

      “And the guys? Are they at least cool?” Carson asks, changing the focus of our conversation.

      “Assholes,” I mutter, keeping my voice down since some of them are in attendance. The nice ones. “Maddox Paige being one of the biggest assholes out of all of them.”

      Carson agrees with a curt nod. “I could see that. He has a hell of an arm on the field and is a massive dick in the interviews.”

      Carson looks over his shoulder and says, “Next year, Jason’s going to have one hell of a time catching him.”

      “Jason’s going to be eaten alive by the fans.” I finish off my drink and hand it to a waiter that passes by with a tray. “He’s too nice. That’s why Rebels fans love Maddox so much, because he’s an ass and they thrive off the dickhead on the field.”

      “It’s true. Don’t the fans have a tally of how many bench-clearing fights the team gets into every year?”

      “Yup.” I stuff my hands in my pockets. “One of the first things they said to me when I stepped into the locker room was that I better be able to throw down.” I shake my head. “That’s not the kind of player I am. Never will be.”

      Milly steps in and says, “Even though you’re in your thirties, Mom and Dad would still kill you if you ever got into a fight on the field.”

      I chuckle softly. “Yeah, Dad would be at my car in the players’ parking lot, arms crossed over his chest, waiting to rip me a new one.” I drag my hand down my face. “I don’t know. I’m hoping next year will be better. I dropped in on the team out of nowhere. At least next season we’ll spend some time together during spring training. I’m hoping we’ll be able to bond during that time.”

      “At least you have Jason who was just traded as well,” Carson says. “You’ll be able to rely on him, since he’s pretty much infatuated with you.”

      I see him off to the side, chatting with Knox Gentry and Knox’s girlfriend. I don’t know much about Jason Orson, but what I do know, I like. He’s the reason we’re at this event right now, a fundraiser for his foundation, The Lineup, which raises money to support kids with disabilities to participate in baseball. His brother, Joseph, has cerebral palsy and has been a part of Jason’s career from the very beginning. Before the fundraiser baseball game, they showed a video of Jason and Joseph together. In high school, Joseph filled in as a pinch runner, out on the field with his walker. Jason would hit him in, giving Joseph that chance to cross home plate.

      The whole montage brought a tear to my eye and the mission of Jason’s foundation rang true to my heart. That’s what the sport should be about. Giving back. I slipped him a personal check after the game, because I couldn’t think of a better way to spend my money than put more smiles on the faces of kids just like his brother.

      “Yeah, there’s that at least,” I say, feeling like all the life has just been sucked out of me. I hate talking about my fucking team, more than anything.

      Sensing my irritation, Milly says, “You know, Emory’s friend Lindsay is single . . .”

      “Jesus Christ, Milly.” I roll my eyes.

      “What?” She chuckles. “She is and she’s really nice. She has a little boy who’s incredibly sweet. Loves baseball.”

      “I’m sure they’re great people, but you know I’m not ready to be a father figure with my schedule. And I also don’t—”

      A bout of laughter echoes through the event space, drawing our attention. I turn to see where’s it’s coming from. I look past shuffling waiters, a few Bobbies and Rebels with their accompanying guests, and spot a girl with shoulder-length, caramel-colored hair standing next to Joseph, hand in his, and a beautiful smile gracing her face.

      Wow.

      Stunning.

      Her smile doesn’t just stretch across her face, but curves up to her eyes, lighting them up so beautifully that it’s impossible to look away. And her infectious laugh, sweet but not fake, the perfect tone and length.

      Just from her smile and the sound of her laugh, my body reacts to her. Pulse speeding up, a thrill of excitement shoots down my spine, and in that moment, I realize I want to know who this girl is.

      “I’m going to grab another drink,” Carson says, pulling me back to the conversation with him and Milly. “Do you want anything?”

      I shake my head and try to be coy. “No, I think I’m going to mingle.”

      “Okay.” Carson takes Milly’s hand in his. “Come on, wife, I want to get you liquored up so you’re loose with your panties tonight.”

      “Dude,” I mutter, backing away quickly before things get out of control.

      I hear him laugh as my mortified sister follows closely behind. I love Carson like one of my brothers, and even though he says massively inappropriate things about my sister to me on the regular, it still makes me happy. I know he’s comfortable around me. Carson hasn’t had the best family life, so knowing we can be there for him, be the family he needs, it means a lot to us.

      Turning toward the group of people congregated around Joseph, I take a deep breath and start heading in their direction, practicing in my head what I should say, trying not to sound awkward and intruding.

      I’m a few feet away when Jason comes up to my side and grips my shoulder.

      “Cory Fucking Potter, I have a boner right now just thinking about how you’re here.”

      Jason is . . . an interesting guy. A total talent on the field, but an odd guy in real life. A mother hen, obnoxious, and loves gaining a reaction from people. I’ve spent a few hours with him, and I already know he’s different from anyone I know.

      “If you’re asking me to take care of that boner for you, I’m afraid that goes past my realm of friendship. Maybe Knox is interested.”

      Jason laughs and the sound feels familiar, as if I just heard it.

      “Knox wants nothing to do with my boner. Already asked.”

      “Jason,” a feminine voice chastises. I turn just in time to see the girl with the smile walk up to us. “Can you please not talk about boners at the event?”

      He shrugs and says, “I blame the booze.”

      Now that I look closely, Jason’s eyes are slightly glazed over and he has a small sway to his body. Drunk is right.

      Sighing, the girl steps up and says, “Is this because of Dottie?”

      “Pishhhhh.” Jason waves his hand in front of his face. “No.”

      Not sure who Dottie is, but I’m going to guess Jason’s current state of intoxication is maybe due to Dottie and a lack of her presence.

      Concerned, the girl reaches up and brushes Jason’s hair off his forehead. “I think you should go home.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I just need some water.” He turns to me and his face falls. “Shit, I’m being so rude.” Gesturing to me, he says, “Nat, this is Cory Fucking Potter. Cory, this is my sister, Natalie.”

      His sister?

      Holy shit.

      Jason’s sister is fine as fuck.

      Now that I look at the both of them, I see the resemblance in their eyes and the same faint dimples that indent their cheeks.

      Natalie holds out her hand and says, “Do you go by Cory Fucking Potter, or can I just call you Cory?”

      A sense of humor. Shit, she might very well be perfect.

      “Cory Fucking Potter to strangers, just Cory to friends.”

      “Where do I stand when it comes to being  considered a friend?” she asks, releasing my hand and blinking up at me, eyes bright and exuding a happiness I haven’t seen in another human being in a long time. Well, apart from Milly earlier. No doubt she’ll be smiling for days.

      “Friend,” I say, on an exhaled breath. “Any family member of Jason’s is a friend.”

      “Does that mean you’re choosing to be friends with this guy?” Natalie asks, thumbing toward her brother.

      “Unfortunately, Carson and Knox paid me to take care of him. The Rebels are tough, and they’re afraid he’s going to crack under pressure.”

      “They’re worried about me?” Jason asks, hands to his heart. “That’s so fucking sweet. I thought they couldn’t stand me.”

      Natalie nudges her brother toward the bar. “Water, now, before you embarrass yourself and start crying under a table.” Natalie raises a brow in my direction. “It’s happened before.”

      “At a charity event for rescue animals,” Jason defends. “You’re a monster for not getting emotional over those rescue stories. Those dogs never felt grass under their paws before, Nat. Grass.”

      She shoves Jason. “Water . . . now.”

      “Fine.” He points at me. “Cory Fucking Potter. Love you, man. Love you hard.”

      With that, he takes off and leaves me alone with his sister, who’s currently staring at me with that beautiful smile of hers shining bright.

      “Jason told me about your donation. That was very kind of you.”

      I shrug, hating when people thank me for things. I don’t do it for the recognition, but because I want to. “I really like his foundation and the idea of including everyone into the sport we love.”

      “I remember the first time I saw Joseph out on the field.” She crosses her arms over her chest. The classic polo she’s wearing with the foundation’s logo embroidered on the side, does nothing for her frame, but everything to make the blue in her irises pop. “I’ve never seen that type of joy on another human’s face before. He was so excited, he was hopping up and down at third base. And then when Jason hit him home and Joseph crossed home plate”—she shakes her head remembering—“I cried for the rest of the inning. It’s why when Jason told me he wanted to start The Lineup, I begged him to hire me.”

      Surprised, I say, “You head up the foundation?”

      She nods. “Yes, and I couldn’t think of a better job. It’s taken up a lot of my time, especially getting everything started, but it’s been worth it.”

      “Did you put this event together?” I ask, glancing around the ballroom space, impressed with how the space is laid out, offering enough room to mingle and talk, but with relevance to the event everywhere you look, so as an attendee, you don’t forget why you’re here.

      “Yup. Thankfully Jason gave me all the power when it came to the fundraiser setup, he just had a hand in the game. If it were up to Jason, I’m sure it would have been way more fancy than this, which would have sucked money away from our goal.”

      “Jason, fancy?” I ask.

      Natalie rolls her eyes. “When it comes to food, he’s very particular. I’m pretty sure when he retires from baseball, he’ll go back to college to earn a degree in culinary arts.” She glances around me, I guess feeling safe about her distance from him and says, “Ever hear him boast about his potato salad?”

      “Not directly from him, but I did see him post about it on Instagram.”

      Natalie dramatically rolls her eyes, and it’s fucking cute. She leans in and levels with me. “You did not hear this from me, do you understand?”

      Loving the fact that this girl, who’s captured my attention, is already trusting me to hold a secret, I emphatically say, “Of course.”

      Coming a little closer, offering me the sweet scent of her perfume, she says, “We had a secret vote a few months back, and between our family, including grandparents, we all voted, and my version of the best potato salad ever was the winner.”

      “Oh shit,” I say, chuckling. “He doesn’t know?”

      She straightens and shakes his head. “We agreed it would physically break him, especially since he’s already in a delicate state right now.”

      I scratch the side of my jaw and look back at Jason, who’s chugging a glass of water with Knox. “Does his delicate state have to do with this Dottie girl?”

      She nods. “Unfortunately. He fell in love, she hurt him, he’s not speaking to her even though she’s trying to apologize—basic relationship stuff. I’m sure they’ll work it out once he figures out he can’t live like this anymore, without her.”

      I glance at Jason again, feeling sorry for the guy. Never having experienced heartbreak before, I can’t relate, but I have seen friends go through it, especially Milly with Carson. I felt her pain when they split up, I fucking lived her pain, so I can understand why Jason looks lost right now, as if he can’t quite find his home.

      “I hope they work it out.”

      “Me too.” Natalie sighs and says, “I should go make the rounds. Thank some more people. It was lovely meeting you, Cory Fucking Potter.”

      “You too.” I smile despite the disappointment of her departure. I want to find out more about her life, not simply talk about the one thing we have in common: Jason. I want to know what else makes her cry tears of joy, what makes her throw her head back and laugh, and how I can bring that smile to her face. Unsure what comes over me, I say, “If you get bored of saying thank you, I’ll be over at that table, drowning myself in baseball cupcakes.”

      Once again, the corners of her mouth tilt up and she says, “It’s the strawberry jam in the middle that has you addicted, isn’t it?” I’m thinking right about now that it’s the way her dimples make an appearance on her smooth cheeks that has me growing addicted to something else.

      “Yeah, the fruit compote with the chocolate is killer.”

      She points to herself. “All me.” With a friendly pat to my shoulder she says, “Catch you around, Potter.”

      And then she takes off, leaving me wanting way more than cupcakes.
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      When it comes to fundraising events, I’d say I generally stay the average amount of time. I make the rounds, introducing myself to people I might not know and having a quick chat with the people I do. I sample the food, have two drinks, donate some money, smile for some pictures, and then I take off. Not staying too late or leaving too early.

      Tonight is different.

      Tonight, I’m lingering.

      Carson and Milly took off a half hour ago along with Knox and Emory. Jason is talking with Walker Rockwell, the catcher for the Bobbies, and there are a few other attendees snacking on Cracker Jacks and cupcakes, me being one of them.

      Sitting at a high-top table, I scan the space looking for the one reason I haven’t left, but for the life of me, I haven’t been able to find her ever since she said goodbye to Carson and Milly. Did she leave too? I can’t imagine her leaving before everyone is gone.

      Casually sipping on the beer I’ve been nursing for over an hour, I stare down at the golden liquid, trying to understand this immediate attraction I have toward Jason’s sister, because frankly, I’ve never felt this way before about a woman. Yes, I’ve found them attractive. Yes, I’ve been able to have good conversations. But they’ve never extinguished the breath right from my lungs with one look, and that’s what’s concerning me.

      “How many cupcakes have you eaten?” That voice. Immediately, my stomach flips in excitement as I turn to see Natalie step up next to me, looking exhausted but happy.

      Leaning on one arm, I turn toward her and say, “Three.”

      From behind her, she sets down a tray of the mini cupcakes that have been a hit. “Three is entirely not enough. Get to work, Potter.”

      “Only if you help me.”

      Her eyes look over the dwindling guests and I can see her shoulders relax. “I think I can spare a moment or two. But I refuse to stand any longer. Can we sit at that table?” She points to a table not far from us, and I nod.

      Taking the cupcake tray and my beer, I say, “Can I grab you a drink?”

      She shakes her head and we both take a seat. “Water is fine.” Picking up the table pitcher and an unused glass, she pours herself a drink and then sits back in her chair. “If you ever think about wearing heels to an event, you should think better of it.”

      “Really?” I ask, taking a quick glance at her black high heels. “That kind of screws up my plans for my next event.”

      Her lip twitches up. “Man, would I pay a lot of money to see you walk around in heels. Hell, to see you or my brother walk around in heels. Talk about a true rebel.”

      I chuckle. “Think it will help my image with the fans?”

      She shakes her head and sips from her glass before handing me a cupcake and grabbing one for herself. “No, I think you’re going to have to do some real shady things to earn the respect of those fans.” She taps her chin. “A few things come to mind.”

      “Oh yeah? Let me hear them.”

      “Well”—she folds down the wrapper to the cupcake—“there’s always the obvious—getting thrown out of a game for spouting obscenities at an umpire and then kicking him in the shin.”

      “Classic.” I nod, undoing my wrapper as well.

      She takes a small bite. “And then there’s the water bottle chucking at a journalist when they ask you a preposterous question, followed by storming off.”

      “Ah yes, water bottle to the head. Love that one.”

      Icing attaches to her upper lip and I watch in fascination as her little, pink tongue sticks out and licks it off. “If you’re feeling really rabid, you could punch a paparazzi in the face outside the ballpark. But not sure if you want to be sued or not.”

      “Never been sued. I’m not opposed to the idea.”

      She finishes off her cupcake. “And the last one, although a little crazy, I’m pretty sure would make you an idol in the eyes of the Rebels’ fans.”

      “I’m listening,” I say, leaning forward.

      She drums her fingers on the table and asks, “How do you feel about steroids?” I go to answer when she holds up her hand. “I know, I know. Big leap here, but, if you take them, get caught, and then get banned for some games, boy, oh boy, will you receive one hell of a welcome back.” She can’t keep a straight face as she sips her water.

      Playing along, I say, “You know, the idea is crazy, but it just might work.”

      “Perfect. Steroids it is.”

      “Now if only I knew someone who sells them.”

      Smiling devilishly, she answers, “Ask your teammates; half of them are using them already.”

      “Ohhhh.” I shake my head. “From that little comment, I’m going to guess Bobbie for life?”

      She nods. “Always. Sorry, Potter.” She picks up another cupcake for each of us, and I love that she doesn’t care that we’re scarfing these down together. “It’s painful knowing my brother is going to be a Rebel, but there is one good thing about it.” She looks up at me, her clear blue eyes shining with excitement. “It means he’s back in town and closer to us again. When he was in Tampa, it was hard on Joseph, not being able to go to his home games. We made a few trips, but Joseph isn’t a huge fan of travel, so now that Jason is back, he negotiated a seat for Joseph in his deal, giving him the chance to go to every home game.”

      “Wow, that’s . . .” I look over at Jason. I wasn’t aware of just how good of a person he is. “I had no idea he was such a family man.”

      “He is. Loves Joseph so much. We all do.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get to meet him. Wishing I did now.”

      “I’m sure you’ll meet him once the season starts up. Jason is very demanding when it comes to his brother being a part of the game. I know it’s already in the works to have Joseph throw out a first pitch during the season, preferably on a day where we can promote the foundation as well. Despite the Rebels being known as the dirtiest team in baseball, they’re pretty nice when it comes to the front office.”

      I nod, not really saying much because, honestly, I don’t have much to say. Natalie is talking about the Rebels as if they’re a great team, which in her eyes, I’m sure they’ve become, given everything they’re doing for Jason, but he has yet to go through a season with them.

      I’m sure the team will take its toll on him at some point, like it has on me.

      But Natalie isn’t obtuse. “I guess you don’t agree with me.”

      I rub the side of my jaw, my cupcake already downed. “I have had a different experience, but who’s to say that won’t change next year.”

      “Bitter about the midseason trade still?” Nailed it. “I would be too. But hey, you’re closer to your family again too, so that’s something to be happy about.”

      I tilt my head, studying her, the positive attitude that seems to exude from her so easily. I like it . . . a lot.

      “You’re right. I do get to be closer to my family. I already told Milly she’ll be working with me all off season so when the season starts back up again, the fans have no reason to boo me.”

      “Only Bobbies fans will.” She winks.

      Acting offended, I ask, “Would you boo me if I walked out on the field?”

      “Of course. It’s part of my duty as a Bobbies fan.”

      “Ouch, Natalie. That’s”—I pat my chest—“that’s hurtful. And here I thought we were bonding over cupcakes.”

      “You’re tough, you can handle it. More than my brother, that’s for sure.”

      “I have a feeling I’m going to have to coddle him a lot next season.”

      “He’d probably kill me if he knew I was telling you this, but he’s said a few times how he plans on nuzzling you in the dugout every chance he gets.”

      “That does not surprise me.” Wanting to get off the topic of Jason, I ask, “Is this what you planned on doing, running a foundation?”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “Not even a little. I actually graduated with a degree in business marketing and planned on working for a big firm here in Chicago. I wanted to be that kick-ass girl in a business suit, taking the world of marketing by the balls. But I graduated at a bad time, when jobs sucked. So I worked at Bath & Body Works for a good amount of time until Jason told me what he wanted to do. That’s when I told him I would step up and help him. It’s been two years in the making, but we’re finally at a point where I can see the cash flow, where I can see us making a change.”

      “Bath & Body Works, huh?” She nods. “Still get a discount on those three-wick candles?”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “I wish. I only buy them when they’re on sale because over twenty dollars for a candle is outrageous.”

      “But they are the best.”

      “Never found a candle that works better.”

      “You know, some might say Yankee Candle—”

      She scoffs. “People can talk about Yankee Candle until they’re blue in the face, but they have nothing on a three-wick.”

      “Favorite scent?” I ask, nodding at her.

      “Mahogany teakwood, easily. I love the smell of a man.”

      Why does that make me gulp?

      “What about you?” she asks.

      Umm . . . my mind is blank, because all I can think about is Natalie sniffing men up and down, preferably me.

      Trying to look as unaffected as possible, I say, “Uh . . . that’s a tough one, there are so many favorites.”

      “Come on, you have to choose.” She presses her hand on my arm, her warm palm lighting up my veins, pumping my blood furiously through them.

      “Yeah, choose.” I laugh to myself, feeling like an idiot just from the mere touch from a woman. “Uh, eucalyptus spearmint. Fresh and subtle.”

      She sits back and looks me up and down, a look of awe on her face. “Cory Potter, I never would have guessed you were a euc-mint kind of guy, but what a wonderful surprise. That’s my second favorite.”

      “Are you just saying that so you can act like we have something in common?” I tease her.

      “No, I would never really want to have anything in common with a Rebel.”

      “And there we go again, taking shots straight at my heart. Will the black and red of my jersey always set you off?”

      She nods, not even giving it a second thought. “Yes, yes, it will.”

      “Brutal.” I shake my head in humor. “So with the foundation, are you using anything you learned from college?”

      “Eh, just a little. Not much though. Working in non-profit almost feels like an entirely different world. But I’m enjoying it, that’s for sure. Plus, since I get to work from home, I get to spend more time with Joseph. I see him at least twice a week now. One of those nights, I cook for him.”

      “Are you just as good of a cook as Jason is?” I ask, knowing how much pride he takes in his cooking abilities.

      “Not at first, but I’m getting there. I’ve been taking some cooking classes in my spare time.”

      “To upstage Jason?”

      She laughs, the humor reaching her eyes. “I hate to admit it, but yes. He’s so full of himself, he needs to be brought down a notch. I have some work to do, but I’ll get there.”

      “At least you have the potato salad over him.”

      “Totally.” She smiles and then looks out at the event. “Ugh, I should finish making the rounds and cleaning up.” She finishes her water before looking over at me. “Cory Fucking Potter, it was a pleasure. Thank you so much for coming to this event and supporting the foundation. It means a lot to us.” She winks and stands. “Have a good night . . . rebel.”

      “You too,” I say, my voice coming off hoarser than expected as I watch her walk away, a slight sway to her hip, a hitch in her step from her sore feet.

      Damn, I sigh.

      What I wouldn’t give to spend a few more hours talking to her, getting to know her more. I want to know about her relationship with Joseph, how it was growing up with Jason as a brother, how she balanced Jason and Joseph. I want to know what else brings joy to her life besides her family and her job. I want her to know I love my family just as much as she loves hers. I want her to know that I empathize with her on how hard it is to grow up as a sister to a pain-in-the-ass baseball player too. I want her to see the other side of me that’s not portrayed on the TV screen or by the media, even the good me from Baltimore. I want her to get to know Cory . . . not Cory Fucking Potter.

      Resigning to the fact that tonight is not the night for that, I stand and go to find Jason so I can tell him good night. When I get home, I need to think about an action plan, maybe talk to Milly, because I feel out of sorts, unsure of what to do, and I know she’ll be able to help me.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey you,” Milly says, stepping into the office of the Division One Athletics facility.

      My brothers, Rian and Sean, started D1 straight out of college. It was a small facility focusing on preparing athletes to face the rough training of D1. They’ve grown so much that they have two facilities with a possible third in the works. When Milly graduated from college, they hired her, and now she’s head of their baseball operations, giving private lessons and making sure the facilities and spaces are rented properly while helping develop the athletes that run through the system. The facility has revolutionized the sport in the area, making Chicago a very highly sought-after area for developing baseball players.

      “I didn’t know you were coming in today. How did you get in without being recognized?” she asks, taking a seat next to me on the couch in the office.

      Before Sean and Rian, the facilities were nice but the office space was barely a place to relax. Now that Milly’s on board, they have a kitchen, dining, and lounging area in the office along with desks and fully functioning office equipment. She’s brought in the level of professionalism and comfort they needed.

      I nod toward the discarded fisherman hat and the sunglasses Milly used to wear. “Snuck in quickly and came right here.”

      “Why do you have that hat? I thought I got rid of it.”

      “Carson mailed it to me.” I chuckle. “Thought I would want to keep it in case we ever need to remind you of how ridiculous you looked in it.”

      “I really don’t like that you two are friends.”

      I nudge her leg. “Don’t lie. You love that I’m good friends with your husband.”

      “Not at times like this.” She crosses her legs on the couch and says, “Why are you here, bothering me on my break?”

      From the side table, I pick up a bag of caramel M&Ms and chuck them her way. She easily catches them and grins. “Need some advice.”

      “Oh?” She lifts a brow and opens the package, offering me a few. It’s the off season, I tend to relax on my diet for the rest of the year, but January one, I get back on my strict diet and start training heavily for spring training.

      “Yeah, I . . . uh . . . I think I want to ask a girl out.”

      Her brows shoot to her hairline and she almost chokes on an M&M in shock. After a few seconds of coughing, she asks, “Are you serious? Please tell me this isn’t a joke. I don’t think I could take it.”

      “I’m dead serious.”

      “Oh my GOD!” Milly squeals and claps her hands. Mind you, Milly is not that girl, the one who gets all squealy and excited over a love match. She saves the excited claps for baseball news and top-ten plays on ESPN. But, she’s also been on my case about putting myself out there and dating, so her reaction fits. “How did this happen? When? I need all the details.”

      She sets the M&Ms to the side and scoots closer so she’s right next to me, eyes gleaming, ready for me to talk her ear off.

      “I met her at Jason’s fundraiser.”

      “Gah, really?” She looks to the side and I can see her trying to figure out who it was. “Do I know her?”

      “Maybe.” I try to be coy, not wanting to tell her who it is just yet. I never pass up an opportunity to torture my little sister, especially since she loves torturing me with her off-speed pitch whenever we’re in the cages. “I’d never met her before, but she definitely caught my attention.” Thinking back to the event, I say, “She has the most gorgeous smile I’ve ever seen. Genuinely happy, not fake, not trying to be overtly pretty with it, just a genuine, beautiful smile. It was the first thing I noticed about her.”

      “Oh God, that’s really sweet.” Milly clasps her hands together.

      “And then she introduced herself.” I shake my head, remembering the way her hand fit so perfectly in mine. “She’s beautiful, but there’s more to her than her beauty. She really loves her family, like I do, and she has this lightness about her that shines through her voice when she speaks. She also has no problem joking around, and she’s made it quite clear she’s a Bobbie for life.”

      “That’s my kind of girl,” Milly says unapologetically. “I like her already. So if you like her so much, why didn’t you ask her out at the event?”

      “Because, she’s the sister of one of my teammates and I didn’t think it was appropriate at the time.” I wasn’t about to ask her out while she was still working. Didn’t seem right, especially since she seemed like she still had a lot going on even toward the end of the night.

      “Oh, a sister of a player. Please don’t tell me it’s Maddox Paige’s sister, because pretty sure he would rip your head off before he even considered you going out with his sister.”

      “Does he even have a sister?”

      Milly shrugs. “No idea. I don’t Google-stalk Rebels players, as my hands are full with the Bobbies.”

      I roll my eyes and say, “Well, it’s not Maddox Paige.”

      “Then who is it?”

      I look away, contemplating if I should say. What does it really matter? I want to get to know her either way. The cat will be out of the bag the moment I ask Jason for her number.

      “Hey, you can tell me.”

      “I know.” I sigh. “I really like her and it’s scary, because I only spent probably an hour max with her but within that hour, I felt a connection that I’ve never felt before with another human. It was almost as if we clicked, like we were two meandering puzzle pieces and we finally found each other.” Sardonically chuckling to myself, I add, “Hell, I don’t even know if she feels the same way. I could have perceived her interest in talking with me as her just being a nice human. But I felt like something was there and even though I don’t want to try to start a relationship with my life feeling out of control, I know I’d regret it if I didn’t at least ask her out on a date to see where her head was at. You know?”

      “Then ask her out.”

      She makes it seem so simple. Pushing my hand through my hair, I say, “I just hope Jason is cool with it.”

      Milly pauses, her breath caught in her throat. “Jason Orson?”

      “I know you’re not a Rebels fan, but you’re not that inept when it comes to the roster. You know there is only one Jason on the team.”

      “So are you talking about Natalie?” Milly asks, a pinch to her brow.

      “Yessss,” I drawl. What’s she’s getting at?

      “Natalie Myers.”

      “Myers. Do they have different dads?” I ask, feeling completely confused.

      Milly’s face pales as she sinks back into the couch. “Cory . . . Jason’s sister, Natalie . . . she’s married.”

      “Wh-what?” I ask, feeling my pulse stutter abruptly.

      Married?

      No. There’s no way. I looked at her hand. There was no ring.

      “Cory, she’s married. I met her husband at the event.”

      The excitement, the happiness that was pulsing through me since the event quickly fades away, and I feel just as white as Milly looks.

      Married?

      But . . .

      “I . . . I didn’t.” I swallow hard. “I didn’t see a ring. I didn’t know.” Biting the side of my cheek, I ask, “Are you sure?”

      She slowly nods. “Yes, she introduced me to him. Carson was there too.”

      Holy shit.

      She’s married.

      The girl that’s been on my mind ever since the fundraiser, the girl with the gorgeous smile and beautiful personality who’s starred in my dreams, she’s married.

      Untouchable.

      Off the market.

      Completely out of my reach.

      “Oh Cory, I’m so sorry.”

      I sniff and straighten my shoulders. “It’s fine.” I try to shrug off my feelings. “Not a big deal. I thought we had a connection, maybe I was wrong. Well, I mean, clearly I was wrong. She was just being nice because I donated money to The Lineup. Totally misread her.”

      “Cory . . .”

      I stand and place the hat and sunglasses back on. “You know . . . I should get going.”

      She stands as well, taking my hand in hers. “Please don’t go. I have one more lesson. Come to my place for dinner. We can order pizza or something.”

      I shake my head. “I love you, Milly, but I don’t need your pity invite. I’m fine.”

      “Cory,” she says with a stern voice. “You know it’s never a pity invite. Don’t say that.”

      “You know what I mean,” I say, gently pulling my hand away from her. “I’m fine.”

      “Cory, you’re not fine. You were gushing.”

      “Can we just drop it?” I ask, my voice growing angry, something that never happens with my sister. From the startled look on her face, she’s just as shocked as I am. “Listen.” I take a deep breath. “I just thought she was cool, okay? Makes sense that she’s married. She’s a catch. It’s no big deal though. I just need some space, okay?”

      Milly’s eyes search mine, concern lacing them. “Will you text me later, let me know you’re doing okay?” I nod. “And if you change your mind, the invitation is always open to come have dinner with us.”

      “I know.” Feeling bad that I snapped at her, I pull her into a hug and kiss the top of her head. “Thanks, Mills.”

      I release her, give her a parting wave, and quickly make way to my car parked at the back of the facility. Once in the confines of my car, I lean against the headrest and let out a frustrated breath.

      Fucking married.

      That’s just my luck. Goes along with the shit season I had and the inability to win over one Rebels fan. Just tack this on to the list of why this year can’t end quickly enough.

      A girl who actually stimulated more than my dick is off the market. And not only is she off the market, but given she’s Jason’s sister, I’ll be seeing her more than I care to.

      Fucking . . . great.
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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      
        
        One Month Later

      

      

      

      Monica has been my friend since high school, the only girl who doesn’t use me as a tool to get after my brother. She’s never gotten along with him, actually. Whenever they’re in the same room, they bicker with each other nonstop. At first, I thought hate would turn into love between the two of them, but my tall, blonde friend with bigger hips than a Kardashian, never wanted anything to do with Jason. She found her man in college, freshman year to be exact, and they’ve been together ever since. The couple who’s not interested in having kids, but having fun, doing life together.

      But I’ve seen this look on her face before, this murderous look.

      She’s hangry, and I’m late to our date night.

      “Right this way,” the hostess says, walking us through the crowded restaurant. She brings us to a table right next to the kitchen. It’s less than ideal but I know I’m the reason we’re seated in the back, away from anything exciting. “Your waiter will be with you shortly.” She tosses the menus on the table and leaves.

      “God, she’s rude,” Monica says, fluffing her hair after she takes off her jacket and hangs it on the back of her chair. As a waiter passes, she grabs him by the arm and points at our empty table. “Can we get some bread and olive oil please? I might die if I don’t eat something soon.”

      “Sure thing,” the man with the kind eyes says and walks away.

      “I’m sorry.” I cringe and scoot my chair in. “I was stuck on the phone with my lawyer. She’s a talker.”

      “You know it’s because she charges you by the minute, right?”

      “Well aware. I got her bill the other day and nearly choked on my own tongue. She’s expensive.”

      “As all good lawyers are.” The waiter sets two glasses of water in front of us and a loaf of hot Italian bread followed by some olive oil to dip it into. “You’re an angel. Thank you.”

      He gives her a wink and then takes off.

      “Don’t flirt with the waiter, you’re married.”

      “He brought me food. I would flirt with a cow at this point if it pointed its udder in my mouth and squirted.” She rips a piece of bread from the loaf and dips it in the olive oil, then shoves the entire thing in her mouth. Leaning back in her chair, she moans and grips the table while she chews. “Thank the good Lord for such meager rations. I would have taken anything at this point.” Finishing chewing, she swallows and helps herself to another piece while asking, “Okay, tell me. How did the date go?”

      “Well . . . he bit me.”

      Monica pauses, bread lifted to her mouth. “Excuse me?”

      Casually, I tear myself a bite as well and swirl it in the oil. “You heard me correctly. He bit me.”

      “Like . . . bit your nipple in a passionate make-out session?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. All clothes were on. He bit my shoulder.”

      Looking more confused than ever, Monica twirls her finger around when she says, “You’re going to have to rewind and slowly explain to me what happened.”

      Exhaling my frustration from being thrown into the dating world again, I say, “He seemed really nice when we were chatting through the app.”

      “As all of them do.”

      “So when he asked me out to coffee this morning, I thought—”

      “Why aren’t you working?” Monica asks with a pointed look. “Men who want coffee midday aren’t catches; it should be a red flag. Why aren’t they working?”

      “He said he was self-employed.”

      “Doing what?”

      I bite my bottom lip in shame. “In between ideas he said.”

      Monica rolls his eyes. “Red flag, should have left then.”

      “I know, but I felt bad. I mean, he could very well be between ideas.”

      “That’s not even a viable—” Monica takes a calming breath and waves her hand in my direction. “I’m getting heated, please continue.”

      Ever since I told Monica that my marriage was over because Ansel cheated, she’s made it her mission to reassure me that I’m going to find someone better, someone hotter, someone with more muscles, and someone with a bigger dick. As best friends do. And it will be a dick so big that it scares me at first but then turns into the best thing that’s ever happened to me. Her words, not mine.

      And to be honest, I wouldn’t mind a bigger dick, but what I really want is someone to appreciate me for who I am, not the person they want me to be.

      You’re going to find someone amazing.

      Ansel is going to regret ever cheating on you.

      You deserve so much better than him.

      He wasn’t even that attractive in the first place; you totally settled.

      It took him two years to figure out how to make you come on his tongue.

      That last one was true, but we were middle school sweethearts. He’s the only guy I’ve ever been with. We fumbled around together, trying to figure out the whole sex thing, so yeah, it took us a little while to get it right, but we did. And it was . . . nice.

      According to Monica, “nice” isn’t how you should describe sex. Nice is how you describe your father’s Christmas Eve sweater, not a passionate romp with your husband. Maybe that should have been clue number one that we weren’t going to be together forever.

      “The conversation was good, we were joking about different things. He seems a little predatory though, because when he sat down, he sat next to me rather than across.”

      Monica stabs the table with her finger. “Red flag.”

      “And he kept shifting his hand over his crotch.”

      “Red flag.” She dips her bread.

      “And when I said I liked Panera, he agreed with a passion I’ve never seen before.”

      Monica nearly pops out of her chair as she scarily points at me. “Red flag. No man should ever openly like Panera with passion.”

      “Yeah, I should have stopped there, because that’s when things started to turn the corner into really weird and this man might be a psycho.”

      She jabs the table passionately. “I will say it to the day I die. Any man who openly says he enjoys Panera is a psychopath.” Not the first time Monica has gone on this rant. “Of course, they like it. Panera is impossible to hate especially when Fall rolls around and their autumn squash soup is advertised all over the GD store, you can’t help but be in love.” She dabs her mouth with her napkin. “The man you need to find is the man who pretends to hate Panera and then when you suggest it, he groans but secretly dances like a little girl inside over the prospect of dipping a crusty baguette in soup for dinner.”

      “He was openly in love with Panera.”

      She shrugs and leans back. “Psycho. Simple. So how did this turn into him biting you?”

      “Well, once we started talking about Panera, I think I made an off-hand comment about Panera being my love language.”

      “God, you’re flirting is downright embarrassing.”

      “I’m not good at this,” I groan, knowing full well how terrible I am at flirting. “I’ve known one man my whole life. I didn’t have to flirt. So I might say weird things like Panera is my love language, which in return will result in the guy speaking closely into my ear and whispering things like ‘Fuji apple chicken salad’, ‘broccoli cheddar soup’, and ‘Baja grain bowl.’”

      Monica’s eyes widen. “He didn’t.”

      I nod. “He did. He whispered things from the menu into my ear, down my neck and when he muttered ‘chipotle chicken avocado melt,’ he groaned and then bit my shoulder.”

      “Dear Jesus.” Monica shakes her head. “Please tell me you bolted after that.”

      “Faked a call from Jason. Got up and left.” Unsure if I want to show her but also questioning if I should get an emergency vaccine shot or something, I lean forward over the table and move my shirt to the side, exposing my shoulder. “He left bite marks. Should I be concerned?”

      Monica, the good friend that she is, snorts and covers her mouth before leaning forward and examining the bite mark. Chuckling, she shakes her head. “Didn’t break skin, you’re fine.”

      Relieved, I lean back in my chair again and push my hand through my hair, tousling it to the side. “Dating sucks.”

      “It’s really wretched.”

      “What’s even worse is that I’m a twenty-six-year-old divorcee. It doesn’t seem to win me any matches on the dating app.”

      “What do you mean, win you matches? Did you put that you’re divorced in your profile?”

      “Yeah,” I say cautiously, then watch Monica gear up for another lecture.

      “Are you insane? Most people our age don’t even know what marriage is, they’re still stuck dancing with their heads up their asses, a beer in each hand, trying to figure out the meaning of life. Marriage is not a word they speak of. Therefore, you can’t have divorce in your profile. Hello . . . red flag.”

      “Enough with the red flags,” I groan. “I’d like to see you try this whole dating thing.”

      Holding her chin high, she says, “Thankfully I don’t need to.”

      “Yes,” I say quietly. “You’re very lucky.”

      Monica’s face falls as the realization of what she said hits her. “I didn’t mean to make you feel bad.”

      “I know, I know,” I say. Monica really has my best interests at heart. “Your relationship with Freddie is inspiring and sweet and when you’re together, it’s really nice watching how much you love each other. I think it was like that with me and Ansel at first, but then something changed.”

      “And be glad that you saw that change before things went further between you two.” She leans over and takes her hand in mine. “I know it’s hard, sweetie, and I can’t imagine what it’s like to be in your shoes, but—”

      “What would you do?” I ask, curious.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If you were in my shoes, what would you do? And be honest, because we’ve been separated for over eight months now, so the divorce is almost signed and done. I’m about to be free . . . what would you do?”

      She runs her tongue over the corner of her mouth and gives her answer some thought, her eyes staying on mine the entire time.

      “Honestly?”

      I nod. “Honestly.”

      “Okay.” She shifts in her chair and crosses one leg over the other. “If I were in your shoes, I’d have fun.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask. “Like, play around with different guys?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Please don’t have sex with a bunch of guys, because that’s not who you are. But I wouldn’t be on all those dating apps looking for your next husband. You need to date, enjoy the idea of dating, get to know people, and if you find someone who you think would be worthy of taking your pants off for, let it happen. You’re putting too much pressure on yourself to find the perfect man. You’ve had sex with one guy. Test the waters a little, see what else is out there. Find someone who genuinely makes you smile and then, ask to see his penis.”

      I chuckle and twirl my water glass. “That easy, huh?”

      “You know what I mean. You need to learn to not be attached. To not think as a married person. Loosen up and allow yourself to meet and enjoy other people.”

      “Okay.” I nod. “I can do that.”
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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      Wine in hand, pajama pants on, bra chucked into the hamper at least two hours ago, I’m enjoying relaxing with one of my recorded Hallmark Christmas movies playing in the background. It’s practically impossible to keep up with all of them in real time so even though it’s after Christmas, I still watch them. I’m a romantic at heart, after all.

      I curl up on my couch and open the dating app I’ve found the most success on, and when I say the most success, I mean, I haven’t been sent a multitude of cock pictures, or guys jacking off. I just don’t understand, why does anyone want a boomerang of a stranger’s penis ejaculating on his hairy legs? I will never get that. Are there any women out there who say, yes please, more of that? If so, I’d like to have a frank conversation with them and hear why that’s sexy and a turn-on.

      Taking a large gulp of my wine, I open the first message.

      Jordan (32) – Go Jets. Don’t smoke but prefer smoke shows.

      Insert eye-roll here.

      Jordan: Hey beautiful. Any pictures of you from the neck down? Would love to see your tits.

      Looks like Jordan just found his way to my deleted bin. Pervert.

      Hank (30) – Favorite pastime: jiggling the gear shift in my car.

      I blink a few times. Hank . . . you need a life. I read his message anyway. It’s a picture of him next to his car and underneath it says, “Want a ride?”

      Nope.

      No, I really don’t.

      Thank you . . . next—as Ariana would say.

      Ken (28) – Nothing beats microwave popcorn, unless it’s stove pop, then you win.

      Okay, Ken, that’s kind of cute. I open his message.

      Ken: I saw you like to binge on Netflix original series. Do you eat popcorn during those binges?

      Finding common ground, I can appreciate his efforts. I decide to type back, keeping my options open like Monica said. He’s not necessarily waxing poetic to me by talking about popcorn, but at least it’s better than a picture of a man’s hairy crotch.

      Natalie: I dabble in a bowl of popcorn here and there. I’d say Orville is my favorite. Perfect combination of salt and fake butter.

      Ken: This might be too soon, but . . . will you marry me?

      I chuckle and type back, trying my best at being witty.

      Natalie: I’m going to have to see a ring first.

      Ken: How’s this?

      A picture takes a few minutes to come in but when it does, I yelp as a giant penis comes on screen with a cock ring hugging the root of it.

      “Come on,” I groan and exit out of the app. That’s when I realize I was on the wrong one. Well, that would explain things.

      Pulling up the other app that allows me to approach the men, there’s a message in the corner. I take another gulp of wine and open the message. It’s from a guy named Lennox. Before I read the message, I click on his profile to refresh my memory.

      Oh yes, thirty-three, has a dog, boxer to be specific, works in construction, and believes he’s the only guy in the city who is neither a Bobbies nor a Rebels fan. I thought that was funny. I go back to his message and see that he’s online as well.

      Lennox: Bobbie for life, I can’t believe I matched up with a Bobbie fan. Doesn’t anyone in this city care about the Dallas Stars?

      Natalie: I do, actually. I care because with their losing record, they make it easy for the Bobbies to sweep them every series.

      Lennox: Ouch, that hurts. Don’t worry, next year is our year.

      Natalie: That’s what they always say.

      Lennox: Last time I saw, the Bobbies didn’t make it past the first round of playoffs.

      Natalie: It’s okay, next year is our year.

      Lennox: LOL! All right, you hooked me. Want to meet up for coffee tomorrow? Around ten?

      Mid-morning coffee. I can hear Monica waving her hands in my face screaming red flag, red flag. But he seems charming. Should I really discredit him because he wants to meet in the middle of a workday? I decide to be honest with him.

      Natalie: My friend said men who can meet during the workday are men I shouldn’t be talking to.

      Lennox: Your friend is right. But I own my own construction company, so I make my own hours. What about you? Should I be concerned about you not being at work?

      Natalie: Work at home for a non-profit.

      I don’t say which non-profit, because the last thing I want is for men to find out who my brother is. I don’t want Jason to be the winning factor about my profile, I want it to be me.

      Lennox: So we are both employed with flexibility. What do you say?

      Smiling, I type him back.

      Natalie: You have yourself a coffee date.
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        * * *

      

      Why did I show up so early?

      Fifteen minutes early to be exact? I brought my iPad to get some work done while I waited, but still, I ended up buying my own drink that I’m nursing and is starting to lose its heat. Poor time management on my end.

      I glance at the time and see that he’s a minute late. If he stands me up, I will find his construction company and burn it to the ground. Gas and fire, poof—

      The door to the coffee shop opens and Lennox steps inside wearing form-fitting jeans, a leather jacket, and a winter hat. He glances around the shop, scanning the patrons, and when he turns toward me, I wave my hand frantically to catch his attention . . . and then remind myself to play it cool. No reason to flash a freak flag right off the bat.

      As he walks toward me, I feel his eyes studying me, taking me in.

      I didn’t want to look like I got dolled up for the date, but I also didn’t want to look like a woof bag, so I put on light makeup, left my hair straight, but pinned the top half back, and I wore a black long-sleeved shirt with skinny jeans and black boots. Cute but casual.

      When he reaches the table, he places his hands on the back of the chair across from me and allows his eyes to continue to roam over me.

      Feeling slightly self-conscious, I say, “You must be Lennox.”

      He nods, and that’s when I take in the crookedness of his nose, kind of like a charming Owen Wilson crookedness. His eyes are brown, rather than the bright blue in his pictures. Okay, that’s clearly deceiving, and he’s freshly shaven, which makes him look way younger than his stated thirty-three years.

      Was he lying about that, just like his eyes?

      “Yes, and you’re Natalie?”

      I twist my hands together under the table and nod as he gives me one more once-over, eyes glossing over my hair, my cheekbones, my breasts. There’s a pinch in his brow and I can’t decipher if it’s a pinch from confusion or disappointment. I’ve never been assessed like this before, as if I’m a piece of meat or a fish being sold over the counter, the buyer making sure it’s the best he can purchase for his family.

      After what seems like forever, he shakes his head and sticks his hands in the pockets of his jacket and says, “I’m not going to waste my time, or yours for that matter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He shrugs and says, “I don’t find you attractive.” Then he gives me a slant of his closed mouth, as if to say, “What can you do?” Is he kidding me right now?

      “You don’t find me attractive?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Sorry. Pictures can be deceiving.”

      Pictures can be—

      How fucking rude.

      I don’t even use filters on my pictures for that very reason.

      “This coming from the guy who altered his eyes to be blue. Newsflash, pal, they’re a muddled shade of poop brown.” I stand from my chair and whip my jacket over my shoulder, tucking my iPad into my purse and storming up to him. Right before I pass him, I say over my shoulder, “And for your information, those pants are a little short on you. Expecting a flood?”

      With that, I walk out the door of the coffee shop, at a loss for words. Doesn’t find me attractive? Then why come on the date?

      I flag down a taxi and give him directions to my apartment before calling Monica.

      “If you’re calling me to tell me you met up with another guy during the day, I’m going to walk to your apartment tonight and punch you dead on in the ear.”

      “The ear?”

      “Yeah, the boob is too easy, the eye is obvious, and your ass has way too much cushion. It would be the ear so you’d hear ringing for days.”

      “There’s too much bone there, you could really do some harm.”

      “Exactly. So do I need to punch you?”

      I wince and say, “Can I wear earmuffs?”

      “Natalie,” she groans, and I can hear her shift in her chair. Monica works as an interior designer, has the coolest boss ever, and one of the prettiest offices I’ve ever seen. Her workday is relaxed, and I’m grateful I have my best friend at my disposal whenever I need her. “Let me guess, he was a real loser?”

      “Didn’t get to find out.”

      “Did he stand you up?” she asks, switching from annoyed to angry in seconds.

      “Nope. He gave me one of the most thorough once-overs of my life, decided not to take a seat but instead told me he didn’t find me attractive and didn’t want to waste my time.”

      “What? But he saw pictures of you. How does someone not find another person attractive if they saw pictures of the person first?”

      “He said my pictures were deceiving.”

      “Bullshit. I took those and they are unfiltered and beautiful. I captured your essence.”

      “Well, apparently he didn’t like my essence.”

      “He’s a moron and obviously mentally unstable.”

      I love that Monica is trying to make me feel better, and even though I felt like I gave him a good zinger back, I still can’t help but think . . . am I really that unattractive?  According to my husband, I wasn’t attractive enough to hold his interest. And he’d promised to love me forever.

      “Don’t even think it,” Monica says, reading my mind. “That silence, I know exactly what you’re thinking and it’s not true.”

      “But what if I’m, you know . . . not pretty?”

      “Why do you make me yell at you? I don’t want to yell at you, but when you say stupid shit like that, you force me to be a bully. Is that what you want, Natalie, for me to be a bully?”

      I chuckle and shake my head, even though she can’t see me. “No, I don’t.”

      “Then don’t be an idiot. We both know you’re gorgeous, not just on the outside, but on the inside too, and that’s what makes you such a great catch. Do you hear me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. Now I have someone I want to set you up with and before you say no, you have to give him a chance. He’s the son of one of my clients and he’s adorable. Really sweet and loves his mom. I showed him a picture of you, and he’s more than interested. What do you say?”

      “I don’t know. A blind date? That seems too scary.”

      “Remember what I said? Getting yourself out there.”

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I say, “Okay.”

      Start a new chapter in your life; it will be great. That’s what everyone’s been telling me, but no one warned me how hard it might actually be.
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        * * *

      

      Natalie: Platypus. PLATYPUS.

      Natalie: Did you not hear me? PLATYPUS!!

      “And that’s how I got into painting vaginas,” Robert, Monica’s “adorable” blind date says.

      “Oh . . . that’s . . . interesting, all from porn, huh?”

      He nods and sips his wine. “Yup. I find porn star vaginas to be more intricate in detail because they’ve been stretched—”

      My phone vibrates and I quickly pick it up. “Hello?” I give him an apologetic look.

      “You can’t possibly be using platypus on Robert.”

      “Oh no, really? Shit, okay, I thought I sent that file over before I left.”

      “Natalie, he’s adorable. So sweet.”

      “Yes, I’m busy. What am I doing? Well, I’m on a date with a very nice man.” Robert smiles charmingly at me. “Can’t you wait until tomorrow?” I pause. “Fine. I’ll be right there.”

      “You better call me—” I hang up and stuff my phone in my purse.

      “I’m so sorry, Robert, but that was my boss. I apparently forgot to attach a document to a bid and they need it, so I have to go into the office.”

      “I understand completely.” He stands with me and leans over to give me a hug. For a brief second, I think maybe he is a nice guy, that’s until he whispers, “If you ever want to be painted, let me know.”

      Or he’s just a creep.

      I awkwardly laugh and then sprint out of the restaurant and hail a taxi. Once inside, I call Monica again.

      “What the hell happened?” she asks, insulted.

      “He paints—”

      “Which I think is sexy.”

      “. . . porn star vaginas.”

      Silence.

      I envision Monica trying to process my statement with a confused look on her face.

      “He what?” she whispers. I chuckle.

      “He paints vaginas, Monica. Porn star vaginas because he thinks they’re better painted used.”

      “Oh, dear God.” She makes a puking sound on the other end of the phone. “I’m telling his mother.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you calling me? Shouldn’t you be on your date?”

      “That ended,” I say, putting my car into reverse and backing out of the parking spot.

      “Why? Didn’t it just start?”

      “Yes, well, on my way to the restaurant, I was pulled over for failing to signal.”

      “Failing to signal?” Monica practically yells into the phone. “That isn’t something they give tickets for.”

      “Apparently they do.”

      “So you were in a bad mood and cancelled?”

      “Oh no, I thought hey, why not go on this date still, maybe have a few drinks, make out in my car for a bit, the normal stuff, you know . . . get some action. But that ended the moment my date walked up to me.”

      “Was he not who you expected?”

      “He was the cop who gave me a ticket for failing to signal.”

      “Oh . . .” She laughs. “Shit.”

      “Yeah, I told him to stick his dick in a blender and walked out.”

      “Yup, that is a sure-fire way to end a date before it starts.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to eat the rest of your dish, dear?”

      Smiling tightly, I shake my head, as I fill in the tip amount on the receipt, add up the over one-hundred-dollar bill, and then sign my name.

      “Wonderful.” I look up just in time to see my date’s mother pull a box of foil out of her purse and start wrapping my leftover chicken and potatoes in it while my date’s father leans back and rubs his belly.

      To say I was surprised to go out with my date . . . and his parents is an understatement. I didn’t have it in me to ditch him in front of his parents who are rather chatty people.

      “What a wonderful night. I think it’s a match. Gary, what do you think?”

      Gary, the father, eyes me suspiciously and then picks at his tooth with his finger. “Nah.” He shakes his head. “Too uptight. Evan can do better.”

      “And this is why I bring my parents.” Evan gives them both a hug.

      Good Christ.

      Insulted, I stand from my chair and gently look at Evan as I point to his parents. “And they are why you’re still single. Have a good night.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve never seen a man sweat as much as poor Roger sitting in front of me.

      Large dark circles color his armpits, beads of sweat caress his upper lip, and just above his brow, a nervous vein keeps twitching at me, startling me with how big it’s getting.

      Is he even breathing over there?

      “Are you okay, Roger?”

      “Oh yup, fine. Just fine. Very fine.” He dabs his forehead with his napkin and then looks down at his plate. “I’m sorry, you’re just very pretty and entirely out of my league. I know it, you know it, everyone in this restaurant knows it.”

      “That’s not true,” I say, trying to make him feel better. His lack of confidence is not attractive to me at all, neither is the way he keeps licking his lip. I’m seconds away from offering him some of my lip balm to soothe the redness that’s starting to ring around his mouth.

      “It is.” He nods and rocks in his chair. “It’s very true. You’re just very beautiful and I knew I shouldn’t have gone on this date. I’m sure you’re having a hard time finding something you like about me.”

      Sheesh, grow a pair, Roger, and man up.

      “There are plenty of things I like about you,” I say, so he doesn’t feel any worse than he is right now.

      “Tell me one thing.” He looks up at me with hopeful eyes and just like that, my mind goes blank.

      One thing I like about Roger? Uh . . . Sweat forms at the base of his neck, his lips tremble, and I watch as he fidgets in his seat, as if he has an itch in his butt crack that he’s trying to inconspicuously scratch.

      Think of something . . . think of something.

      Aha.

      I lean forward and say, “I like the way you smell.”

      Simple. He did smell nice when I first met him at the bar. Who’s to say what he smells like now, given the excessive sweat he’s been excreting since sitting down, but at least when I first met him, I thought his cologne was nice.

      “You like how I smell?” he asks, giving me a weird look.

      “Umm, yes.”

      “Huh.” He ponders that. “Well . . . I just smell with two nostrils like the rest of us.”

      . . .

      Oh Roger.

      It was nice knowing you.
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        * * *

      

      “Seriously? You have ten siblings?” I ask Lance, starting to actually feel good about this date. Finally. Smart, funny, good job, and he loves the Bobbies, can’t get any better than that.

      Plus, he has a really great body, at least from what I can tell. I keep telling myself not to get too excited, because the last two weeks have been dating hell. I’m almost waiting for the other foot to drop.

      “Yup, ten. And one bathroom for all of us. I don’t know how we all survived.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “I have two brothers and we had two bathrooms between us, and we still fought. I can’t imagine what growing up in your household would have been like.”

      “Not easy.” He smiles and starts to lean forward to grab my hand when the waitress moves between us.

      “Here.” She practically slaps the medium pizza between us, startling me backward.

      Like every other time she’s been to our table, the waitress eye-fucks my date again and then hands him the garlic shaker that’s on the table. “Use it,” she says under her breath, just loud enough that I can hear her.

      Awkwardly, Lance looks up at her, swallows hard, and starts dousing our pizza in garlic. And not just a sprinkle, but as if he’s trying to create a garlic blanket to keep our pepperoni pizza warm.

      “Umm, I think that’s enough,” I say, concerned my tongue might fall off with one bite.

      “More,” the waitress mutters, and Lance shakes the garlic feverously over the pizza until there’s a small pile in the middle. Good God, man, slow down on the vampire repellant.

      When he stops, she gives him a curt nod and then takes off.

      Unsure about what just happened and a little nervous that she might be able to hear me, I lean forward and whisper, “What the hell was that about? Our pizza is ruined.”

      Unfazed, he picks up a slice and bites into it. Studying the pizza, he answers, “She didn’t want us kissing at the end of the night. She thinks garlic will stop me.”

      “Umm . . . why would she care if we kissed?”

      “Oh.” He chuckles. “That’s my girlfriend.”

      Blinks.

      Leans back.

      Blinks some more.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Yeah, my girlfriend. She loves getting jealous.” As if we’re sharing a secret, he lifts his hand and talks behind it. “You’re really pretty, which was the first thing to set her off, but the fact that you’re easy to talk to as well, oh yeah, she’s going to suck my cock so hard tonight. Thanks for doing this for me. Angry foreplay is the best kind of foreplay, am I right?”

      I toss my napkin on the table and gather my purse. “Un-fucking-believable.”
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        * * *

      

      “Why are you all dressed up?” I ask when Jason opens the door. “Please don’t tell me you’re going out on a date?”

      Wearing a tailored suit that spans his broad shoulders, Jason shows off his backside and says, “My ass looks amazing in these pants, doesn’t it?”

      “Stop showing your butt off to your sister,” Dottie says, coming up to the door with her purse in hand, wearing a gorgeous purple dress that hits her right above the knees. She looks me up and down and asks, “Oh, are you coming to the party too?”

      “What party? Are you two leaving? I was really hoping to drown my dating sorrows in some of your homemade ice cream.”

      Jason got an ice cream maker from Dottie for Christmas and he’s spent the last two weeks making every concoction you can think of . . . and perfecting them. It’s to the point now where I crave his ice cream, and I hate admitting it, but after my date just used me as a tool for angry foreplay, I needed some.

      “We’re headed to the Rebels new year party,” Jason says. “It’s to kick things off with the new players and families before we head to spring training. Come with us.”

      I shake my head. “No, there is no way I’m in the mood to talk to a bunch of Rebels players. I’m going home.”

      “Nope,” Dottie says, looping her arm through mine. “Not going to happen. There are a lot of single Rebels players. This would be the perfect time to meet a good guy.”

      “They are Rebels, so none of them are good guys.”

      “That’s not true,” Jason counters. “I’ve met quite a few, and they’re not all bad.”

      “See?” Dottie says. “You’re coming.”
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      “Why do they still look dirty in their suits?” I ask, feeling my nose scrunch up.

      “Hey,” Jason whispers into my ear, “you’re going to have to get used to me playing for this team, because they have me by the balls for a few years. So perk up and smile.”

      “I am smiling.”

      Dottie leans in this time. “You’re actually sneering.” She presses her hand to my shoulder. “I get it, it’s hard for me too, but we have to make the sacrifice for Jason.”

      “And you two say I’m the dramatic one.” Jason adjusts the cuffs of his shirt and says, “I’m going to get us some drinks, so for the love of God, please be cordial. Don’t you dare embarrass me.”

      “Coming from the man who embarrasses us on a daily basis,” Dottie says, her smile lightening the mood.

      Jason grips her cheek and says, “I love you,” right before placing a gentle kiss to her lips.

      Ugh . . . they’re annoyingly cute.

      When I first met Dottie, I immediately knew she’d be the one who’d keep my quirky brother in check. Jason is his own person, one of the toughest guys I’ve ever seen on the ball field and doesn’t take shit from anyone. But when he’s at home, it’s like he transforms into this annoying, teasing teddy bear. He loves joking around, getting a rise out of people, making fun of himself, and trying to make the most out of every situation. Not many people can handle his obscure humor or his tortuous teasing, but Dottie can. She handles him beautifully. And it’s because she’s tough, strong-willed, and she doesn’t back down. They understand the need for give and take, respect for one another, and they communicate well . . . something I’m very jealous of. They are couple goals, for sure. Jason needs her in his life. She’s the perfect match for my brother.

      And because I love Dottie so much for loving my brother, we’ve become close over the last month or so, especially once Jason told her about Ansel. She swooped in like a big sister and took me under her wing.

      “Now that he’s gone,” Dottie says, pulling me to a high-top table, “when we were in the car, I went through the roster to see who was single and made notes.”

      “Dottie, you can’t be serious.” I chuckle.

      “Oh, I am. Let me pull them up.”

      Laughing and shaking my head, I take in the event space while I wait for Dottie to scroll through her phone. We’re in a converted warehouse near the stadium. From the outside, the venue looked less than desirable—kind of fit with the stigma of the team—but the minute we stepped inside, I admit, I was blown away. The event reeks of sophistication. Men in expensive, bespoke suits, women in just-as-expensive-looking dresses—me excluded—high-tops scattered with dimly lit centerpieces gracing the center, and exposed brick walls caressed by red uplights. There’s a large bar in the back, decked out with every liquor you could imagine, and waiters dressed in black-on-black bow ties parade the room holding trays of decadent-looking appetizers.

      Huh . . . looks like the Rebels can be classy.

      “You know, I’m feeling a little out of place. Maybe this was a bad idea,” I say, tugging on my black knee-length dress. It’s a nice dress, but nothing like what all the other women are wearing.

      “Oh shush, you look great,” Dottie says, completely ignoring my nervousness. “Okay, are you ready for the list?”

      “Dottie, I’m not going to go up to anyone. Look at the women here.”

      Dottie glances up from her phone for a second and says, “They have nothing on you. Now stop trying to distract me.” Gripping me tightly, she whispers, “Okay, there are quite a few men who are single, but some of them aren’t worth our time.”

      “Our time?” I ask.

      “Yes, our time.”

      “And what would make them not worth our time?”

      Dottie rolls her eyes as if I’m supposed to know the secret to her question. “You need guys who have staying power within the Rebels. Guys with no-trade clauses in their contracts. I just started hanging out with you. I don’t need you finding a guy only for him to be traded shortly after.”

      “Oh . . . you’re right,” I say. “I don’t want to have to move away from Chicago. Hmm, maybe a baseball player isn’t a good idea.” And God, I love this woman. She doesn’t want me to move. She barely looked at the other women as if it’s a no-brainer that I look better than them. Jason’s not the only lucky one because of Dottie.

      “No, baseball players are a great idea. We just need to find the right one, that’s all.” She shows me her phone. “Now look. There’s Garrett Garner, right fielder. He’s pretty cute. And relief pitchers Tony Wellis and Jared Forkey.”

      I shake my head. “No one with a big beard.”

      “Okay . . . oh.” Dottie looks up at me and smiles. “Maddox Paige.”

      “No,” I say automatically. “No.” Shaking my head, I say, “No,” one more time.

      “Why not? He’s super hot. The way he commands the mound, the dark, sinister look he has when he peeks over his glove. He’s the face of the Rebels.”

      “And the dirtiest player out of all the guys. He pegs players intentionally and he’s the first one to get into a fight. He’s not who I could see myself dating at all.”

      “Yes, but did you see those pictures of him in the Body Issue? The forearms? The abs? I mean . . . if I wasn’t happily coupled with Jason, I might turn in my Bobbies jersey for one night with him.”

      “With who?” Jason asks, coming up next to us and looking at Dottie’s phone. We freeze, his eyes narrow and then he glances up at Dottie, a frown framing his mouth. “Are you talking about hooking my sister up with Maddox Paige?”

      Dottie tries to give him a charming smile but it comes off more nervous than anything. “I mean—”

      “Absolutely not.” Jason shakes his head. “Not only is the guy a douche,” he whispers, “but he’s a player.”

      “He’s also the Rebels number-one pitcher and went twenty-two and five last season.”

      Jason’s eyes shoot up to his hairline. “Why do you know his stats?”

      “Someone should, and maybe the person who’s going to catch him next season should learn them.”

      “I know them, I’m just wondering why you do.”

      Dottie absently waves her hand and turns back to me. “I think you should give him a shot. He’s over there by the bar, leering. I mean . . . he even makes leering look good.”

      “You’re not making me feel great right now,” Jason says, shrugging in his suit jacket.

      Dottie pats his chest. “You know you’re the only penis I want in my life. I’m just trying to help your sister.”

      I shake my head. “Maddox Paige is a giant no. He’s attractive, but his personality isn’t. No, thank you.”

      “You never know, he might be a softy underneath. One of those guys who’s damaged but with the right woman, he becomes totally and utterly obsessed and devotes his life to making her happy.”

      “I’m not that woman.”

      Resigning, Dottie says, “Fine. That leaves us with Timmy Hinklin and . . . oh God.” Dottie looks up from her phone, a giant smile on her face. “I can’t believe I didn’t think about him to begin with.”

      Uh oh.

      I haven’t known Dottie for very long, but what I do know about her is when she gets an idea in her head, one that she thinks is totally viable, she goes for it and doesn’t let up until it becomes something.

      She has that determined look in her eyes and it scares me.

      “You know, maybe I should just take off,” I say, starting to walk away, but Dottie snags my hand and holds me in place.

      “Oh no, you don’t. You are not going anywhere. Not when I have the perfect match for you.”

      Jason stares down at Dottie and then back at me. With an apologetic smile, he hands me my drink and says, “You might need this. I know that look in her eyes. You’re at Dottie’s mercy now.”

      “You know, I don’t want to make things weird for Jason. Dating one of his teammates doesn’t seem like a good idea.”

      Jason shrugs and says, “They would be lucky to talk to you.”

      “See?” Dottie says. “He’s fine with it.”

      The one time Jason isn’t going to freak out about something, honestly. Maybe if I set my drink down and don’t announce I’m leaving, instead bolt, maybe I could—

      “I see that look on your face. You’re looking to flee.” Dottie moves closer. “No way. You aren’t going anywhere until you talk to Cory Potter.”

      I snort, straight-up snort, expelling snot from my nose and everything. Chuckling, I bring my glass to my mouth and take a sip. After I wipe away said snot expulsion with a napkin. “Okay, Dottie.” I roll my eyes. “Yup, let me just go talk to Cory Potter and try to seduce him. Yeahhhhh, no biggie at all.”

      Mumbling to himself and staring out at the event, Jason says, “Cory Fucking Potter,” and then he smiles.

      Jesus, could his man-crush be any more obvious?

      “What’s wrong with Cory Potter?” Dottie asks, ignoring her gushing boyfriend.

      “Nothing. Nothing is wrong with him,” I answer, setting my drink down. “He’s perfection.”

      “Exactly. So go talk to him.”

      “Dottie, you can’t be serious.” Leaning in, I whisper, “He’s way out of my league.”

      “No, he’s not,” both Jason and Dottie say at the same time.

      Before they go on a tirade, I say, “You know I love you both and your support for me and wanting me to get out into the dating world again, but you’re delusional if you think Cory Potter would want to go out with me. Yes, he was super nice at the fundraiser, but that’s who he is, a nice guy. Trust me when I say, I know who’s in my wheelhouse of dating, and Cory Potter is not.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you really going to ignore me for the rest of the night?” I ask Dottie, who has her arms crossed and looking anywhere else but me.

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “It’s been twenty minutes.”

      Silence.

      “Fine, I’ll just leave.”

      “Leave, and I will make sure Jason is extremely annoying at your next meeting for The Lineup. You know he will do whatever I ask, especially when naked.”

      “Ugh, gross.” I lean back in my chair.

      Jason’s talking to some of the guys, Dottie and I are sitting at a high-top table in two bar-height chairs, and we’ve munched on quite a few appetizers by now that I’m starting to feel full, and yet, waiters keep walking by with brimming trays.

      “You know,” I say, looking around the room, “I don’t even think Cory is here, even if I wanted to say hi to him. Not that I would, but I think you can stop being mad because—”

      “He’s to the left of the bar talking to someone. I think a relief pitcher. I have no idea.”

      He’s here?

      A bundle of nerves releases in the pit of my stomach as I look toward the left of the bar but don’t see him.

      “No, he’s—” The man in a navy-blue suit turns slightly and I catch his profile. Oh Jesus, that’s Cory?

      I don’t remember him being so . . . distinguished in person.

      Tall frame that towers over most of the men in the room, broad shoulders that appear sculpted even through the layer of his suit, strong, long legs that extend to large feet. He must wear at least a size fourteen. His body commands the room, but his personality rests on the gentler side, not grabbing attention with alpha gestures and pompous outbursts.

      Thinking back to the fundraiser, I remember how hard it was to find the courage to talk to him. It took a lot of convincing and inner dialogue to get my feet moving, but once I introduced myself, I realized why everyone loves him so much—he’s incredibly sweet. One of the best baseball players in history, and he’s grounded. He doesn’t wear an air of arrogance along with his jersey, nor does he speak to you as if you’re beneath him.

      He’s real.

      “You’re staring,” Dottie points out with humor in her voice.

      I quickly look away and nibble on the inside of my cheek. “I just didn’t recognize him, that’s all.”

      “Come on.” Dottie leans across the table. “Just say hi. Jason said you met at the fundraiser, so he knows you. It would be rude if you didn’t say hi.”

      I don’t like being rude.

      No, I shake the idea out of my head. Under any other circumstance, I’d say hi because that would be the polite thing to do, especially after he donated a large check to The Lineup, but I don’t think I’d act normal under Dottie’s watchful eye.

      “I can’t. You’re making me nervous.”

      “Lame excuse.” Poking my hand, she says, “Weren’t you just saying the other day how you want to have fun? Experience your twenties?” I should really keep my mouth shut. “This is your chance. Cory is the perfect specimen to experience that with. We all know he’s not a relationship guy. Milly has said that many times. He’s not remotely interested in being serious with anyone, not until after he retires from baseball. He’s the perfect guy to have a fling with.”

      “But he’s a part of the group. It would be weird.”

      “No, it would be great. You both aren’t looking for anything serious, so it’s the perfect situation.”

      I glance at Cory again, watching how he laughs easily with the rest of the guys, how he casually lifts his beer to his lips, letting the taste of the liquid wet his tongue before he lowers the pint glass. He’s smooth in his motions, interested in the conversations he shares with others and from firsthand experience, I know he’s a good listener.

      In fact, it’s almost disappointing he doesn’t do relationships, because he is perfect boyfriend material.

      “I don’t know,” I say, feeling incredibly unsure of myself. Growing quiet, I say, “The confidence to talk to someone like him, in that capacity, isn’t really there.”

      “What are you talking about?” Dottie asks, her voice losing its edge. “You’re beautiful inside and out—”

      “And yet my husband still cheated on me,” I say, the nasty aftermath of Ansel’s infidelity surfacing once again.

      “That’s not on you,” Dottie says. “Because your husband was insecure with himself does not mean his cheating is your fault. His infidelity has nothing to do with you and everything to do with him.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve heard someone say that to me, and a part of me believes it to be true. Ansel had some issues that extended far beyond our marriage, issues I tried to help him with but he refused any sort of helping hand. There was nothing I could do to help him, I know that, but it still doesn’t negate the vows we took, the promises we made each other, the years we spent as partners in crime. I’d chosen to grow old with him, have a family with him, never have to worry about the dating world again. But that all changed. Slowly, but it changed.

      “I know, but it’s hard to bounce back from something like that.” I take her hand in mine and give it a squeeze. “I understand what you’re trying to do, and I really appreciate it, but the dating world hasn’t been kind to me. I’m not about to go flirt with Cory Potter with the kind of luck I’ve been having.”

      Finally letting up, Dottie nods. “I can understand that.” She glances over at him and then back at me. “For what it’s worth, I think you two would be really hot together.” It’s because he’s Cory Fucking Potter. He’s hot.

      I chuckle. “Thank you . . . I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      I tap my fingers on the bar, waiting for my drink as Dottie and Jason talk up one of the backup catchers. I’ve met quite a few guys and their significant others. I’ve boasted about The Lineup and the many great things we’re doing, and they’ve all congratulated us on our success and our special brother-sister bond. Apparently, our bond is rare, which seems odd to me. Yes, Jason and I bicker, but I couldn’t imagine not leaning on him for mental support. He’s my confidant, one of my best friends, and my go-to guy when I’m feeling down. I know he’ll always cheer me up with his ridiculousness.

      I glance at the bartender who took my order. He’s talking to Maddox Paige who’s across the bar. His eyes shoot to me and narrow, darkening a shade when they fall to my breasts.

      Ugh . . . pig.

      Not only is he as discreet as Swiss cheese—is that a saying?—but he’s also commandeering my drink order by distracting the bartender.

      Screw it, I’m not that thirsty. I turn quickly and run into a thick chest, my hands flying out in front of me to lessen the impact.

      “Oh, pardon me,” I say quickly and take a step back. When I glance up, I see a kind pair of eyes staring down at me.

      Slowly, as recognition hits him, his smile tugs on the corner of his mouth. “Natalie, I didn’t know you were here.”

      Rich and sultry, his voice thrills me in all the right ways, making me wonder what it would sound like if we were both in the bedroom, naked, spread out against a fluffy comforter . . .

      Wow, Dottie really got into my head.

      Turning on a smile and swallowing my nerves, I say, “Hey Cory. Yeah, Jason and Dottie dragged me with them. I was just going to their place for some ice cream.”

      He looks me up and down. “You go to your brother’s apartment for ice cream looking like this?”

      A blush creeps up my cheek and for a second, I think Cory is flirting with me—just for a second—until the bartender whistles to grab my attention. “Miss, your drink.”

      “Oh.” I take it and thank him with a tip that he doesn’t deserve. When I turn back to Cory, I watch him signal to the bartender for another beer as he sets his empty glass down.

      Unsure what to say, I try to scoot by him but he asks, “What do you have in there? Sprite?”

      I laugh and say, “Close. Sprite and vodka.”

      “Really?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it’s one of many drinks I prefer when socializing.”

      “One of many? How many are there?”

      “A few. Depends on how I’m feeling. I wanted something simple tonight so I went with vodka and Sprite. If I was feeling a little more colorful, I would have asked for a dash of cranberry juice and a lime.”

      “So why aren’t you colorful tonight then?”

      Not wanting to get into the ins and outs of my personal life and the insufferable dating experiences of the last couple weeks, I say, “Oh you know, work stuff. My boss is a demon.”

      “Isn’t your boss Jason?” he asks, looking a little confused as he takes his drink from the bartender and tips him as well.

      “My point exactly, a demon.”

      He chuckles and gently places his hand on my back and points to a table. “Want to catch up?”

      Catch up?

      As if we’re old friends?

      As if we actually know each other but haven’t seen each other in months and therefore, we need to fill each other in on our personal lives?

      Umm . . . am I missing something?

      But from the press of his hand to my back and the way he’s looking at me hopefully, I find myself making my way to the table with Cory at my side.

      I just hope Dottie doesn’t get any smart ideas.
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      I told myself I’d stay away.

      I told myself I wouldn’t talk to her unless she approached me.

      I told myself I wouldn’t even consider touching her.

      And yet, here I am, looking like a lovesick puppy, pawing at her feet, pushing her away from everyone so I can have a moment alone.

      Didn’t see her . . . what a fucking lie.

      The moment she walked into the room, I saw her. It was as if my eyes were magnets and she was the only metal in the room. I was drawn to her, and for good reason. She’s so goddamn gorgeous.

      Curvaceous body in a skin-tight black dress, heels that make her legs look longer than they are, legs I could envision wrapped around my waist, holding on tightly as I thrust harshly into her. Her shoulder-length hair has that ombré thing going on that all the girls are sporting now, but it isn’t dark and brassy like some of the hairdos I’ve seen. It’s a beautiful shade of caramel with the front pieces highlighting her face, making her blue eyes stand out even more than before.

      And then . . . that smile.

      Fuck. When she ran into me, recognized me, I caught a glimpse of it. It wasn’t extended fully like I saw at the fundraiser, but it was big enough to make my heart trip in my chest and for my pulse to jump-start.

      Before running into her, I spoke with a few guys about the upcoming season and their holidays, but the entire time I could feel where she was in the room, like our bodies were doing a blind tango, never touching, but close to it. Every time I looked over at her, to see her talking to Jason’s fiancée, I begged, pleaded for her to lift her head, for her to see me, but no such luck. She was buried in her conversation with Dottie. When I saw her go to the bar, I warned myself to stay put, I told myself not to move closer.

      She’s married.

      There’s nothing I can do.

      But as she tapped her foot, waiting for her drink, I felt myself down the rest of my beer and before I could stop, I was headed to the bar for a refill.

      The entire time, I reiterated what a moron I am, that was until I asked her to catch up.

      First mistake of the night, walking over to the bar. Second, asking for more time with her.

      I know better than to get tangled up with a married woman, and I don’t plan on making any advances on her because that’s not the man I am, but hell, I just wanted to talk to her for a few breaths more.

      Is that too much to ask?

      Yes . . . she’s fucking married, you moron.

      We both take a seat at an empty table, just like at the fundraiser and this time, I keep a good distance between us, so I don’t feel tempted.

      She looks a little uneasy, maybe because I just guided her by her back and practically forced her to sit and talk to me. I reek of desperation, and I’m pretty sure by the way some of the guys are smirking at me, they can smell it from where they stand, huddled by the bar.

      Trying to lighten the awkward tension between us, I say, “If only we had cupcakes.”

      She smiles slightly at that. “Funny story, those cupcakes were donated. They knew what a prestigious event it was going to be and the names attending, so they donated a lot of cupcakes in hopes to impress people like you.”

      “It worked.” I chuckle. “Were you eating cupcakes for weeks after?”

      “Enough for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. I tried to donate them to the shelter but because they weren’t wrapped, they wouldn’t take them. If Jason has love handles, you know why.”

      “Damn,” I say, taking a sip of my beer. “Where was my phone call? I would have loved to have helped take some of those down.”

      “Oh, I mentioned your name, but Jason staked claim on all cupcakes, threatened to pee on them if I took them away.”

      Chuckling softly, beer halfway to my mouth, I say, “Your brother is really fucking weird.”

      “Yeah. He is.” Looking around the event, she says, “Okay, be honest, who are the good guys on this team, and who are the ones I should look out for?” To seduce? I quickly glance at her ring finger, and like last time, it’s bare. And she wants to know which guys to . . .

      “Look out for?”

      “You know.” She kisses her knuckles comically and says, “The ones who I might have to introduce to my fist if they give Jason any problems.”

      I can’t help it.

      I snort.

      Really fucking loud.

      Looking mock offended, she brings her hand to her chest and says, “Why, Cory Potter, do you not think I can take down any man in this room?”

      I glance at her tiny fist, her wafer-thin wrist, her delicately manicured fingernails, and shake my head. “I want to make you think you can, but I only believe that will get you into trouble.” It’s cute how tough she’s trying to be, really fucking adorable. Even though I know I shouldn’t, I give her a quick once-over and then shake my head. “I know you’ll probably say something like you’re scrappy and quick, but you’re talking about a roomful of Rebels; these guys take cheap shots.”

      She groans and leans back in her chair. “Ugh, you’re right. Now the Storm, I could totally take them out.”

      “Easily.” I chuckle. “They like to pretend they’re tough, but they’re the first ones to balk at a fight.”

      “Aren’t they the team with the least amount of fights?”

      I nod. “Yeah, it was nice, not having to worry about charging the field, or a team charging us. Completely opposite here.”

      She glances away for a second and then asks, “Do you miss Baltimore?”

      Not really wanting anyone to hear me, I lean forward so I’m a little closer. At least, that’s the reason I tell myself as I breathe in her scent deeply and catch the small gold flecks scattered over her irises.

      “Yeah,” I answer honestly. “I built a life around the Storm and the community. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting the trade and when there were rumors of a possible trade, I brushed them off. I didn’t think the Storm would ever trade me, but I was wrong.”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t imagine what that was like.”

      “Not great.” I awkwardly chuckle. “But I am happy to be back in Chicago. As you said, it’s good to be close to my family, especially now that Milly is married. I want to be around when she starts having kids.”

      “Are they going to try soon?” Natalie clasps her hands together, excited.

      “You know”—I scratch the side of my jaw—“I haven’t really asked her about her ovulation and sex schedule. Maybe I’ll text her later tonight.”

      Natalie pauses for a second and tilts her head. “What kind of brother are you, that you don’t know your sister’s menstrual cycle?”

      Grinning, I answer, “Apparently a shitty one.”

      “You know, Cory, if you’re not cycling with her, you’re not caring enough.” She jabs her finger on the table. “Meriods are real. Cycle up, sis. Milly will appreciate it.”

      “Are you . . . telling me to menstruate?”

      She holds her hands up in defense. “I’m not telling you to do anything, you’re a grown man, you make your own decisions. I’m merely suggesting another way to bond with your sister.”

      “Very considerate.” I laugh.

      We both take a sip of our drinks and almost as if she can’t believe it, she leans in even closer, looks to the side and then back at me. “Did I . . . did I just tell you to start menstruating?”

      I shake my head and say, “You didn’t tell me. You suggested.” I wink and she chuckles while tugging on a strand of her hair.

      “Can’t wait to rethink this entire conversation when I get home and regret every second of it.”

      “Every second?” I ask, wanting badly to playfully nudge her with my foot. The urge is so intense, that my leg feels heavy and locked down by a bungee cord, ready to be unleashed.

      “Well, maybe not every second. I held it together at the bar while saying hi.”

      “After you smashed your face into my chest.”

      “It was rather cushiony.”

      “Uhh . . . excuse me? Are you saying I’m flabby?”

      “You know, would you excuse me as I take my foot out of my mouth?”

      “Need help with that?”

      She pretends to extract her foot. “I got it.” Shaking her head, she adds, “And I can’t believe I just pretended to take a foot out of my mouth. I think I should quit while I’m ahead.”

      “You can’t leave now, things just started to get really embarrassing.”

      She points at me, the animation in her body making me feel like a small piece of me is coming alive. “Easy for you to say, as you’re not the one embarrassing yourself.”

      “Is this your way of asking me to tell you an embarrassing story about myself?”

      “I mean, if you want to, by all means, feel free to enlighten me.”

      “I think I’m good.”

      “What?” Her eyes pop open in humor. “No way, you can’t just offer that up and then take it away.”

      “Well, there was this time—”

      “Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?” My stomach clenches from the sound of another male voice coming up to our table.

      Shit.

      Married. She’s fucking married.

      Tacking on a smile, waiting to meet one of the luckiest guys in the world, I look up to find Jason and his fiancée standing next to me, Jason’s eyes intent on me.

      Natalie mumbles something and chuckles while sipping from her drink.

      Confused, I point to my chest and say, “Are you talking to me?”

      He nods and grips my shoulder. “You’re truly a specimen in person.”

      Dottie bends at the waist. “Be warned, he has been known to sporadically kiss his friends on the lips.”

      Jason shrugs. “Just keeping things real.”

      Casually, I drape my arm over the table and say, “I’m not opposed to sporadic kisses. I am opposed to them being at a team event where we’re the two newbies and I already have a reputation to adjust with a few people here.”

      Jason taps his nose knowingly and then waggles his finger at me. “Got it. No kissing in front of the team.”

      “Or how about you just keep your lips sacred for me?” Dottie asks.

      “That would be more normal,” Natalie adds.

      “When have I ever been normal?”

      “True.” Natalie shifts so she’s facing her brother more. “Are you guys headed out?”

      Dottie nods and glances at me before saying, “Early meeting tomorrow for me. Please don’t feel like you have to come with us.”

      Hope blooms inside me that she’ll stay a little longer, but I know that’s moronic hope to harbor. She most likely has to get back to her husband, where he gets to watch her take off her makeup, revealing her beautiful, untouched face. He gets to help her slip out of the dress she’s wearing and watch it pool at the floor. And then he gets to watch her strut across the bathroom in nothing but her bra and underwear, while getting ready for bed.

      Fuck, just thinking about it is turning me into a jealous fool.

      Natalie looks toward me and then back to Dottie who has a tight, anxious look on her face, almost as if she’s desperately trying to communicate something to Natalie.

      “I . . . uh, I think I should take off as well. I’m going to visit Joseph tomorrow and don’t want to be tired.” Well . . . shit.

      I stand as well and take Jason’s hand in mine. “Have a good night. We should get together at some point, talk.”

      Jason’s eyes light up. “I don’t think you know how much I would die to have that kind of opportunity with you.”

      I chuckle. Jason’s excitement is amusing. “All right. Well, I have your number, I’ll give you a call.”

      Jason pulls Dottie’s hand and positions her in front of him. “I just got hard and I can’t let anyone see.”

      Dottie shakes her head. “I don’t know why I date him.”

      “Want me to list the reasons?” he asks.

      Dottie quickly shakes her head. “No. Knowing you, we’d be here all night.”

      “It’s a long list.”

      Taking his hand in hers, Dottie gives me a quick wave and says, “Have a good night, Cory.”

      They start to take off and I turn to Natalie who takes a few steps away. Hands clutched together, she gives me a small smile and says, “Well, nice talking to you again.”

      I rock on my heels, my hands stuffed in my pockets. “You too, Natalie,” I say, her name rolling off my tongue like a poem, smooth and silky.

      She waves and then quickly catches up to Jason and Dottie, leaving me wanting so much more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Got something for Orson’s sister?” Maddox asks as he comes up next to me at the bar.

      After Jason, Dottie, and Natalie left, I decided to stay, try to talk with more of the guys. There were a few guys who I could tell were less than thrilled to talk with me, and then some genuine guys who gave me more of their time. Mainly it was the bullpen I seemed to connect with. The infielders, the guys I need to get to know the best, seemed cold, standoffish, barely giving me the time of day.

      It’s not from my lack of trying either. When I was first traded, I tried to get in with these guys, but they’ve been next to impossible to impress, and I don’t know why. I mean, fuck, I don’t have a bad reputation, and I have years of experience that should make me an asset, not a liability. It’s like they’re so shortsighted, they can’t see past their own egos. Stupid.

      Their first baseman prior to me wasn’t doing much for the team; he was actually acquired at the beginning of the season. Batting in the eighth position, there wasn’t much contribution on his end. I can’t imagine them being upset about me taking his position. And then there’s the thought of my contract taking up a large part of the Rebels salary stipend. But that’s not my damn fault; that’s their front office’s fault for wanting to take on something so large.

      I don’t fucking know at this point, it’s all confusing. But what’s even more confusing is Maddox Paige coming over and talking to me. Pretty sure the second half of the season, he spoke maybe five sentences to me, one of them berating me for striking out when I get paid so much.

      Huh, maybe it is the pay scale thing.

      Adjusting my sleeves while I wait for my drink, I say, “Natalie is a friend.”

      Maddox snorts and brings his beer bottle to his lips. “Okay.” Sarcasm is obvious, as he stares me down over his drink. “That’s why you were eye-fucking her every chance you got.”

      Shit.

      Keeping a steady face, I say, “She’s a friend.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.” He brushes up against my shoulder, facing one direction while I face the other. “Heard she’s married. I’d be careful if I were you.”

      “What does it matter to you?” I ask.

      He runs his tongue over his teeth, his head leaning toward me, but he keeps his eyes trained on the rest of the party. “Because you have enough negative press surrounding you when it comes to this team. The last thing you should want is an affair splashed across the papers as well.”

      “You act like you care.” I have zero intention of having any sort of affair with Natalie, even though my head can’t seem to stop thinking about her. My mind might be taking her in my arms, but when it comes to making my thoughts a reality, I’m not that guy. Marriage is sacred. There’s no place for infidelity. I also know how to keep my hands to myself.

      “I care about this team.” His eyes fall down my body and then back up, assessing me with a thick judgmental gaze that feels like a coating of unwanted mucus. “Something I can’t quite say about you.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I care about this team.”

      “Sure.” He grins sarcastically and then pats me on the shoulder. “Bobbie for life. Right, bro?”

      And with that, he takes off and joins our shortstop and second baseman.

      Bobbie for life? Is he fucking kidding me with that childish bullshit?

      If that’s what this is about, me being a Bobbie fan when I was young, then I don’t have time for this. I’m not about to run around the clubhouse trying to prove to anyone who needs to hear it that I’m a Rebel now, and as a result, I’m taking that way of thinking out onto the field. If they choose not to see that, then that’s on them.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you focusing?”

      “Yeah, Jesus,” I mutter, rubbing my sleeve across my forehead.

      “It doesn’t seem like it. Your drive through the ball is shit, Cory.”

      Exhaling, I swing the bat lightly over the plate and then bring it up to my shoulder. “Just pitch the ball, Milly.”

      The bat taps against my shoulder and then gets in position, muscle memory kicking in when she pitches the ball, and I drive my hands through the strike zone, connecting with the ball. But instead of shooting it back up the middle, I dip my shoulder and shoot the ball up into the nets.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, bringing the bat back to my shoulder.

      “You’re not focusing.”

      “Say it again, Milly. Say it fucking again.”

      She stands behind the pitching net, balls in hand, and stares at me. I know that look. She’s not happy, and I’m about to hear about it.

      The clunk of the balls being tossed in the bucket below her reverberates off the empty cages of D1 Athletics. The boys and Milly locked the doors after closing so I could have the cages to myself, and so I could have some time with the best batting coach I know. But I haven’t been able to get my head on straight since I’ve been here. It hasn’t been helping that Milly keeps pointing it out either.

      And my lack of “focus” has nothing to do with Maddox’s parting words the other night, but everything to do with the way Natalie looked in her black dress, the way she smiled up at me through dark lashes, and the way she leaned in toward me when she spoke. I might be crazy, but it felt like there was something there, something more than her just being friendly.

      Does it make me a complete asshole wishing that I wasn’t reading the situation wrong and that there really was something special blooming between us?

      Probably.

      Maddox’s voice rings in my head, the bastard’s statement making me feel physically ill every time it repeats itself.

      The last thing you should want is an affair splashed across the papers.

      Despite the strong desire to talk to Natalie, I’d never consider having an affair with a married woman. It’s not in my blood. Not to mention after reading today’s article, the last thing I need is for my name to be associated with an affair.

      Pot(ter) calling the kettle black? Old footage of Cory Potter reaming our very own Rebels has surfaced. Disgusting. Dirty. Cheater. All flagrant words to describe his teammates. Is this the reason he wasn’t standing up for his team when there was a brawl on the field this past season? Is this why he had the lowest second-half batting average of his career? Makes you question, is he not hitting on purpose? Does he still think the same way about our beloved black and red?

      Breaking through my thoughts, Milly asks, “What’s going on? You’re never like this. Your swing is lacking pop, your shoulder is dipping every other swing as if you’re exhausted, and there’s no power twisting through your core. This is not the Cory I molded.”

      Giving in, I drop my bat and grip the back of my neck, frustration swallowing me whole.

      “I can’t get her out of my head, Mills.”

      “Her?” Milly’s brow creases and then realization sets in. “Natalie?”

      I nod. “Yeah. I’m fucking losing my mind. I saw her the other day at the Rebels event and I swear, it was as if the room was pulling us together. I tried to stay away, I told myself to keep talking to my teammates, but the more the night progressed, the more I felt the need to go to her, at least just say hi so I could catch a small glimpse of her smile.”

      “Cory . . .”

      “I know.” I lower my body to the ground, where I stretch out my long legs along the turf and lean against my hands behind me so I’m propped up, in position to watch Milly’s reaction. “It’s really fucking bad. But it’s all I can focus on.” I shake my head. “I don’t know. I need to clear my head. Remove myself from the situation and take a deep breath.”

      Milly takes a seat on the bucket and tosses a ball in front of her, her lips twisted to the side.

      “Why don’t you come to St. Croix with us?”

      “What?” I ask, unaware Milly was going to St. Croix.

      “The boys like to go on vacation right before the season starts, a way to get in one more relaxing moment before they’re required to report to spring training. This year, they picked St. Croix. We leave in two weeks. You should come. It would be the perfect time for you to relax and forget about everything.”

      “Who’s going with you?” I ask, the idea of hanging out on a beach before spring training sounds incredibly appealing, especially since I feel like I’m living in purgatory, Natalie always on my mind.

      “Knox and Emory. Jason and Dottie. And then I think their friend Holt was supposed to come, but his wife is ready to pop with their second baby, so they had to cancel, leaving a room open. I’m sure they’d love to have you come along.”

      I mull it over. “Is this some couple’s bullshit thing? Being the third wheel isn’t going to make me feel better.”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “No. It’s nothing like that. It’s literally us relaxing, drinking, swimming, and having fun. The past few I’ve been on have been super chill. The more I think about it, the more I know it will help you clear your head.”

      “I’ve never been to St. Croix,” I say, knowing what my answer will be.

      “It’s a tropical paradise, has bright blue water to swim in, and some breathtaking snorkeling locations . . . at least, so I’ve heard. We’re staying at the best resort on the island, and it’s right on the water. We have boat tours planned, sunset sails, massages, and lots and lots of drinking in our near future.”

      Smiling, I say, “You had me at snorkeling.”

      Returning the smile, Milly stands and waves at me to do the same. “Now that your head is clear, let’s get back to work. You owe me a bucket of solid hits. No way are we leaving this batting cage with the half-assed effort you’ve given me.”

      I pick up my bat and get into position, thankful that Coach Milly is back, ready to whip me into form. She’s compassionate, a good listener, and a damn good—tough—coach. I wouldn’t expect anything else from my little sister.
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      “I’m excited you’re coming with us,” Carson says as we make our way to our gate. “Jason’s going to freak when he sees you.”

      “You didn’t tell them?”

      Carson shakes his head, his hand clutched tightly to my sister’s hand. “Nah, thought it would be better to see Jason’s reaction in person. I’ve never seen a grown man outwardly weep over another grown man like Jason does when you’re around. He said one of the things that eased his mind about being traded to the Rebels was that you were on the team. He idolizes you, man.”

      “As if you don’t,” Milly snorts next to him.

      “Don’t bust his balls in front of me, Mills. Leave the man with some dignity.”

      Carson laughs but I know he’s slightly embarrassed. When he was first dating Milly, I saw him try to hide his giddiness whenever I was around. He always played it cool, showed he was impressed with me as a ballplayer, but he made it clear that my sister is far more important to him than her celebrity brother. It’s what won me over with Carson. That, and how much he truly cares about my sister and worships the ground she walks on.

      “There’s Emory and Knox,” Milly calls out, when we reach the gate to our private plane.

      Knox looks up from where he was gently stroking Emory’s cheek and spots us. When his eyes land on me, he lights up. He pulls me into a man hug and says, “Damn, I didn’t know THE Cory Potter was coming. Jason is going to pee himself.”

      I’m starting to think I might need to keep a safe distance between me and Jason with how much he seems to adore me.

      “Hey Emory,” I say to Knox’s girlfriend. “How are you feeling?”

      She touches her small pregnant belly and smiles dreamily at me. “Wonderful. Thank you. I’m so excited you’re coming with us.”

      “Me too. Milly—”

      “Holy fucking shit, what is Cory Potter doing here?” Jason shouts, as he comes up behind me and wraps his arms around my body, his hands cupping my chest. “Christ, you smell good.” I feel him take a deep breath of my back. “Why do you smell so nice? Dottie, babe, smell him.”

      “Please stop smelling the man. You’re embarrassing yourself,” Dottie says, a slight shake to her head but admiration in her eyes. She might make it seem like he annoys her but in reality, it’s all love. He softens her hard edges. Total opposites, but they complete each other.

      Releasing me, Jason says, “You’re really coming with us?”

      “Yup. Milly said you guys had an extra room in the block, so I thought I’d—”

      “Oh my God, you guys, there was a couple in the bathroom totally doing it. They were shaking the stall . . .” Natalie’s voice fades as she sees me. Her face turns red and she quickly straightens up. “Cory, hi. I didn’t . . . I wasn’t aware you were coming too.”

      Milly steps up and says, “That was my fault.” I can see the guilty and apologetic look on her face when she makes eye contact with me, because neither one of us was expecting Natalie to be here; the one person I was trying to get away from. “I invited him, thinking it was okay if he took Holt’s spot.”

      Dottie motions between her and Milly. “Great minds think alike. I offered Holt’s room to Natalie too.”

      Well . . . this just got awkward.

      And since this is a non-couples’ trip that really is a couples’ trip, I’m wondering when Natalie’s husband is going to appear, because fuck. What could be better?

      Before anyone can say anything, I step up and say, “I can head home, it’s no big deal. Natalie, I’m sure you deserve a nice trip.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Knox steps in. “There’s plenty of room on the plane. The more the merrier.”

      He pats me on the back and leads the group down the hallway to the gate agent who’s going to walk us out to the waiting plane.

      Knox and Emory lead the way, followed by Jason, Dottie, and Natalie, while I hang back for a second.

      Hand in hand, Carson and Milly start to walk toward the plane when Milly pauses, waiting for me. When she sees that I’m not moving, she tells Carson to go on.

      Sensing Milly’s need to be alone with me, Carson presses a quick kiss to the back of her hand, takes her bag from her shoulder and heads toward the plane. Once Carson’s out of earshot, Milly presses her hand to my forearm and says, “I’m so, so sorry, Cory. I had no idea.”

      There’s so much regret in her eyes that they start to water.

      I quickly pull her into a hug and say, “Mills, it’s no big deal, you don’t have to get upset about it.”

      “I should have asked. I just assumed we were going to leave the room empty. I feel awful.”

      “Don’t. It’s okay.” I take a deep breath. “But I do think I’m going to head back to my apartment. I don’t want to intrude—”

      “Please don’t leave. I’ll worry about you the entire time while I’m supposed to be on vacation.”

      “I’ll hang with Rian and Sean,” I say, already not liking the idea. I love our brothers, but being Irish twins, they have a bond just like Milly and I do and being a third wheel to their actual bromance sounds just as appealing as tickling my balls with a rusty knife.

      Milly pulls away and shakes her head. “You and I both know they’re just going to make you work at the facility, and the last thing you need right now is to work. Please come with us.”

      “There is one room left, so what do you think is going to happen with that room? Am I supposed to share it with Natalie?”

      “Of course not.” Milly takes my hand and starts walking me toward the plane. “It’s a huge resort, Cory, we’ll get another room. We might not be near each other, but at least you’ll have some privacy. Think of it this way. You get to go on vacation and keep your distance from Natalie. It’s a win-win.”

      “That’s what you say now.”
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      “Are you sure?” I ask, tapping my credit card on the sleek marble countertop.

      “Yes, sir, I’m sorry. We’re all booked. We have a large conference taking place this week. They’ll be indoors all day, not taking up pool space, but there are unfortunately no more rooms.”

      Just my fucking luck.

      I take the key card he gave me to the suite that was supposed to belong to Holt and his wife, and head to my group who already have cocktails in hand, luggage taken to their rooms by the bellhop.

      “From the look on your face, I’m going to guess they put you on the opposite side of the resort, huh?” Jason asks. “Bastards.”

      If only that was the problem I was currently facing.

      “Actually”—I suck in a deep breath, my eyes on Milly—“they didn’t have any extra rooms. They’re all booked.”

      “What?” Knox asks, looking at the front desk and then around the resort. “There’s barely anyone here; they don’t have one extra room?”

      I shake my head. “Apparently there’s a conference here this week.”

      “Oh,” Jason says, looking between us. “Huh.”

      And just like that, the silence in the group grows as we all do the calculations in our head. Three couples . . . three couples who want to be alone in paradise, one single guy, and one married girl.

      Four rooms.

      Even if I try to figure it out in my head, I can’t think of a possible scenario that would work.

      “Well, I can share—”

      “Don’t even fucking say it,” Carson says, cutting Milly off. “This is my last hurrah before the season. I’m sure as shit not going to spend it in a scenario where my wife isn’t sharing a bed with me.”

      “Carson—”

      “No, it’s okay,” I say. “I’d be the same way.” Glancing at Natalie, I give her a small smile and hand her the key card. “You can take the room. I’ll go to another resort.”

      “This is the only resort on this side of the island,” Jason says in a whiney voice, and then, “I think I might cry.”

      “Pull it together,” Dottie says with a giant roll of her eyes. “This isn’t a problem. We’re all adults. Natalie and Cory can share a room. It’s a suite, after all, with a pull-out couch. They’ll be fine.” She’s so casual about it, but what would Natalie’s husband think about this? And why wouldn’t Jason be angrier that I’d be sharing a suite with his married sister? Does he simply trust me that much?

      Hell, if Natalie were my wife, there’d be no way in hell I’d be okay with her sleeping in the same hotel room with another man for a week in a tropical paradise.

      From under her long, black eyelashes, Natalie looks up at me and shrugs. “I mean, I’m okay with it if you are. Not like we’ll be staying in the room long; it’s just a place to sleep.”

      Just a place to sleep. Okay.

      Of course, she would see it that way, because she’s not the one crushing on a married individual.

      She doesn’t see how my breath catches in my throat when she walks into the room.

      She doesn’t hear the constant thoughts of her that run on repeat in my mind.

      And she has no fucking clue about the dirty images I’ve conjured of her in my mind late at night.

      “Then it’s sorted. Let’s get some cocktails,” Dottie says, taking Jason’s hand in hers and heading toward the bar.

      “Knox and I are going to get settled,” Emory says, but from the way Knox is leaning into his girl, his mouth moving up her neck, I’m going to guess settled actually means have sex.

      “Us too,” Carson says, his hand gripping Milly’s hip tightly. A protective instinct kicks in to remind the guy that she’s my sister, but I keep my mouth shut. They’ve been married for years now. She’s not mine to protect anymore.

      Jason stops Dottie’s pursuit to the bar and says, “Babe, they’re all going to have sex, why are we getting drinks? Let’s bang.”

      Dottie pauses and looks at the ceiling thoughtfully. “Why get a cocktail when I can have your cock in my mouth?”

      Jesus.

      Jason’s eyes widen and then turn dark. He pulls her straight to the elevators, and I fear for all the bellhops delivering their luggage.

      Before I can take my next breath, all three couples are on their way to the elevator bank and mauling each other with their hands, leaving me in the lobby with Natalie.

      Well . . . this is awkward.

      Scratching the back of my neck, I look down at her and say, “Need a drink?”

      “Yes,” she answers on a swallow, and just like that, we both head to the bar.
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      Sips.

      Places drink on the bar.

      Stares at pool.

      Sips.

      Pushes hair behind ear.

      Sips.

      Purses lips.

      Swallows . . . turns toward me.

      “You know, we can talk.”

      I smile uncomfortably before bringing my beer to my lips. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “How awkward and stiff you’re being. It’s just a room, Cory. It’s not like I’m going to poison you in the middle of the night.”

      I take back my beer and smile. How can she be so casual about this? And where the hell is the guy anyway? I’m livid, for him. Idiot.

      I’ve seen Natalie three times now and no husband? Does he even care to show up with her to her events? To her vacation? Where’s his head at?

      Growing more irritated by the lack of appearances from the husband, I decide to make this conversation even more uncomfortable, because I don’t think I can go through the week without the answer.

      Twisting my glass on the bar top, I say, “Can I ask you something and you not get mad?”

      “Not get mad? Well, you’re just setting yourself up for failure when you say something like that.”

      “I know,” I say, glancing at my glass. “But I need to know something that’s been bothering me for a while now.”

      “Okay,” she says, seeming skeptical. “I can’t make any promises, but you can ask.”

      “If you do get mad, it will make for a wonderful living environment.”

      She chuckles and says, “If you piss me off, I will be sure to shack up with Jason and Dottie, and I think we both know the kind of wrath Dottie will reap if that happens. Pretty sure Jason is too much of a suck-up where you’re concerned to voice his irritation.”

      “Yeah, but Dottie”—I grip the side of my jaw and shake my head—“can be seriously frightening.”

      “I love her and she’s perfect for my brother, but yes, she’s terrifying at times.” She nudges my foot with hers. “Now stop stalling and just ask me so we can decide if I need a shot after this question or not.”

      I run my tongue over my teeth, trying to figure out the best way to ask this, but I can’t think of anything better than what’s running through my head. “Won’t your husband be upset if he found out we were sharing a hotel room?”

      Natalie pauses her drink halfway to her mouth as a crease forms between her eyes, deep and almost . . . angry.

      Shit.

      I knew the question wasn’t a good idea. But it’s been slowly eating me up inside. Where is he? Why isn’t he here holding her hand, tightly gripping her waist? Why isn’t he smiling at her, telling her what a great woman she is, or why isn’t he joking around with Jason, teasing him?

      “Husband?” she finally asks.

      “I know it’s not my place, but I—”

      “I’m divorced.”

      “—couldn’t help but ask, wait . . .” I tilt my head in her direction. “What did you say?”

      She turns back toward the bar and calls the bartender over with a wave of her hand. When he nods at her for her order, she asks for a shot of tequila. While the bartender is pouring her a shot, she says, “I’m divorced. Recently.”

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      I try to hide my reaction, the joy pumping through my veins, the smile that wants to spread across my face, or the fist pump I want to give the sky. I hold back the “thank fuck” on the tip of my tongue and the idiotic jig my feet want to partake in, because it’s not an appropriate reaction.

      But . . .

      Holy . . . fuck.

      Natalie is divorced. Unattached. Free. Available.

      These feelings I’ve been harboring, the need to get to know her better, the urge to touch her, they’re no longer off limits.

      I can make a fucking move.

      Composing myself, I say, “Shit, I’m sorry, Natalie. I had no idea.”

      She shrugs, her mood shifting from awkward to indifferent. When the shot is set in front of her, she takes it back quickly, and winces. “We’ve been separated for a while now. I’ve come to terms with it.”

      Doesn’t look like she has if she’s downing shots at a bar from the mention of her having a husband.

      Tacking on a smile, she says, “So don’t worry, there won’t be a husband coming after you for sharing a hotel room with his wife when you’re back in the States.”

      Seeing the shift in her demeanor, the lack of smile, I turn to face her and try to be as empathetic as possible. “I’m not worried about that,” I say softly. “But I am sorry I brought it up.”

      “It’s fine. I’m sure it was confusing. I don’t talk about it much.” Doesn’t talk about it much? I’m going with at all. How didn’t Milly know she was divorced? Carson, Jason, and Knox are gossips . . . in the nicest possible way. So how did Milly not know? Has Natalie had anyone to talk to about it? Dottie? Jason? A friend?

      “Well, if you ever want to talk about it, I’m here,” I say, hoping she wants to talk about it, hoping she feels comfortable confiding in me. If anything, being this woman’s friend first might be the best way to help her through this, and then when I think she’s ready, she—

      “Thanks, but I’m good. I’m going to live my life,” she says, calling for another shot. “I’m in my mid-twenties and have never really lived it up. So that’s exactly what I’m going to do. No boyfriends, just flings.” She takes down another shot and then stands from her chair. “I’m going to get my bathing suit on. I’ll catch you later, Cory.”

      Before I can say another word, she takes off toward the hotel lobby, leaving me at the bar by myself, the sounds of the fluttering of palm trees and the lap of the ocean my companions, my mind reeling about one thing. Just flings.
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      I glance up as Milly and Carson sit on blue loungers next to me. Both wearing their bathing suits, both looking entirely too happy . . . particularly Carson.

      Why did I think going on a couples’ vacation was a good idea, especially with my sister?

      Keeping my eyes ahead of me, my glasses thankfully blocking the sun, I say, “Glad you guys could make it out of your room for some air.”

      I don’t have to look to the side to see Milly’s face heat with embarrassment. I know my sister well enough to understand what she gets shy about, and her physical relationship with Carson is one of them.

      “We lost one of Milly’s earrings,” Carson says, stretching out. “Spent a few hours looking for it, then realized, she didn’t bring earrings with her.”

      “Ah, is that what the kids are calling it now? Looking for a lost earring?”

      “Clever, right?” Carson smirks at me.

      “Can we not talk about earrings, please?” Milly asks in embarrassed desperation. “Especially not in front of my brother. It’s humiliating.”

      “It’s not humiliating,” Carson says, quickly sitting up. “Don’t be ashamed for wanting some alone time with your husband.” His voice is firm but loving.

      Backing him up, I say, “He’s right, Mills. Nothing wrong with spending time with your husband, but let’s not get into detail about it with me, huh?”

      “We weren’t getting into detail,” Milly defends.

      “The term ‘looking for earrings’ made my mind wander. I don’t need shit like that.”

      Carson pauses, looks out in the distance, and then chuckles. “Man, what I wouldn’t give to be in your head right now.”

      “Trust me, there’s so much fucked-up stuff going on in my brain right now, and none of it has to do with you two.”

      Milly lets out a distressed breath and faces me, pressing her hand to my arm in concern. “Cory, I’m so sorry. If you want to stay with Carson, I really don’t mind sleeping with Natalie.”

      “After you two just looked for earrings in the sheets?” I cringe. “Nah, I’m good, Mills.”

      “What, you don’t want to look for earrings with me?” Carson asks on a chuckle and then rubs his hand over his face. “Shit, that’s something Jason would say.”

      “Completely,” I say. “He’s gotten to you.”

      Carson looks to the side, checking for Jason and then says, “Don’t let him know; he’ll never let me live it down.”

      “Can’t make any promises.”

      “Are you two done?” Milly asks. “This is serious, Cory. If you want to switch rooms with me, please let me know. I feel terrible that I brought you here, and now you have to share a room with Natalie. I can’t imagine what you might be feeling right now.”

      Looking at the hills covered in palm trees and greens, it feels like we’re in the middle of the Amazon jungle. “She’s divorced.”

      “What?”  Milly asks.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Carson tilt his glasses down and ask, “What?”

      I nod. “Yup. I asked her if her husband was going to be okay with us sharing a room, and she said I didn’t need to worry because she’s divorced.”

      “I don’t . . . he was . . . what?” Milly asks, trying to comprehend the news.

      “Apparently they’ve been separated for a while. Didn’t really get too much into it, but all I know is that there is no husband in question.”

      “Was not expecting that,” Carson says, lying back down.

      “Neither was I. How did we not know about this, Carson?”

      “No idea, Mills. Jason isn’t exactly taciturn. Especially surprising given it’s been for a while.”

      Tentatively, Milly asks, “How do you feel about it?”

      “I mean, I like her.”

      “Dude, you more than like her,” Carson says. “You pretty much have heart eyes whenever she’s around.”

      “No, I don’t,” I answer, feeling self-conscious. Shit, do I have heart eyes when she’s around? I mean, I do feel this piece of excitement cracking, coming out of its shell, growing into something more consuming with every minute I spend with her.

      “You kind of do,” Milly says. “Which is totally okay, because I don’t think she knows you well enough to understand you’re not just being friendly.”

      Jesus Christ. Way to be cool, Cory.

      “But that doesn’t matter.” Then she shakes my arm, excitedly. “Cory, she’s available. That means you can make a move.”

      I shake my head. “No, I can’t.”

      “Why the hell not?” Carson asks, not facing me, but engaging in the conversation.

      “Because, she told me she’s not interested in a boyfriend, just flings.”

      “Oh shit, yeah, flings are awful. Think of all that sex? God, what a torment you’d have to endure,” Carson deadpans like a smartass.

      The idea of a fling with Natalie makes me sick to my stomach. I can’t imagine what one night, or even a week of sex would be like with her, but then to just toss it away, shake hands, and be on our way? What I know about Natalie, I like, and she’s the first woman I’ve ever thought about having more with. And despite not being ready for retirement, I’m ready for more relationship wise.

      Sitting up, I turn to face them both, hands clasped in front of me. “I don’t want to be her rebound,” I say quietly. “I’m not looking for a one-night stand here, or even a week-long stand. I’m looking for something that’s going to last, that will carry me through the season. I’m looking for someone who will be a partner, by my side . . .” I pause. “Like you two.”

      Both their faces morph into understanding and sympathy.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Natalie is amazing. At least what I know of her, I like. But she’s in a different time in her life. And hell, she’s what, nine years younger than me? She wants to live her mid-twenties life, and I’m looking to settle down.”

      “Are you?” Milly asks. “You’re really looking to settle down?”

      Lips pressed tightly together, hands clasped, I nod. “I mean, the possibility is there. I can see it. I know I’m not really looking for what Natalie is though, so that’s why it’s not going to happen.”

      “You never know,” Milly says. “Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

      I shrug. “Even if she does, she’s not doing it here. So please, don’t try to pull any matchmaking stunts, okay? The last thing I need is for everyone in the group to try to hook us up.”

      “Wouldn’t hurt to relax a little,” Carson says. “Maybe a fling will do you some good.”

      “Or maybe a massage,” Milly offers.

      “Massage of his penis,” Carson mutters, only for Milly to smack him in the chest.

      “I’ll switch rooms.”

      Carson just laughs. “Please, Coach. There’s no way you would switch rooms, not after the earring exploration we just went on.”

      Rolling her eyes, Milly leans back in her lounger, a small smile on her face when she says, “Going solo might be the best decision for you, Cory. Trust me.”
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      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      Force the room to stop spinning.

      “Hello?” Monica’s voice and face pop up on FaceTime.

      Everyone is out at the pool, enjoying some sun and drinks. I escaped, wanting to take a second to gather myself before we go to dinner together tonight. Cory was passed out on his lounger, so I took the opportunity to come to our room by myself.

      Our room.

      Good Lord, how did that happen?

      Oh, I know . . . going on a trip with a bunch of couples, that’s how.

      It’s bad enough watching the girls sitting in their men’s laps on the way here, sipping light champagne and nuzzling their necks while I awkwardly sat across from Cory. I thought that was bad. Boy, was I wrong.

      No more rooms.

      Not a single one.

      Don’t worry, I checked too. Not that I thought Cory was lying or anything, but I wasn’t sure if my feminine ways could seduce the front desk attendant into checking one last time for an extra room.

      Unfortunately, even a little cleavage couldn’t magnificently produce a free room. So I’m stuck sharing a suite with Cory.

      At least the room is gorgeous. White walls, dark molding and dark furniture with palms scattered through the room and deep turquoise hues. An adjoining living room helps with the space and provides an extra bed, which I’m thankful for. Right off the living room is a screened-in patio with built-in window seats, scattered with pillows and cushions. The view is breathtaking with its bright blue skies, aquamarine water, and pure, white sand. A few open windows, letting the light breeze kick in and the sound of the crashing waves filter into the room, puts my racing heart at peace. At least that’s what I’m trying to convince myself.

      “Monica, I have a sicky belly,” I say, lying on my side, curled into a fetal position.

      “Oh no, food poisoning?”

      I shake my head carefully. “Shots.”

      “Shots?” She chuckles. “It’s not even dinnertime there.”

      “I know, but something happened to me and I decided to take shots to make me feel more comfortable about the thing that happened to me, but then I ended up drinking too many, and now all I can think about is the thing that happened to me, which makes my stomach turn even more.”

      “Okay.” She takes a deep breath. “That was a lot of rambling. Let’s start with the thing that happened to you.”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Umm . . . pretty sure I do.”

      I drape my arm over my forehead dramatically. “It happened all so fast, I couldn’t stop choking on my own tongue to stop it.”

      “Something made you tongue-tied? This I have to hear.”

      Groaning, I squeeze my eyes shut but then open them quickly when the room starts to turn again. “Crap, I feel awful.”

      “If you need to throw up, take me with you. I’m not missing out on what happened to you and witnessing the side effects from it.”

      “You’re disturbing.” I chuckle and send a quick thank you to the friend gods for the best friend in my life. “So when I arrived at the airport, guess who was there?”

      She doesn’t have to take long to think about it. Her eyes open wide and then her smile takes up her entire face. “Oh my God, please tell me it was Cory Potter?”

      “Yup,” I say, rolling to the other side of the bed—slowly, of course. “I sat across from him the whole plane trip, taking in his broad shoulders and beautiful face. God, he’s so beautiful. Why is a man beautiful? They should be handsome. But I swear, he’s beautiful and rugged-looking at the same time. And he has this presence about him, calm and observing, but can also crack a joke. And then, God, you should see him in a palm leaves shirt.”

      “He’s wearing a shirt with palm leaves on it?”

      “Oh yes, he is and he’s wearing the hell out of it.”

      “Have you seen him with his shirt off yet?”

      I shake my head. “I refused to look when he came out to the pool area. I can’t do that to myself, not when . . . the thing happened to me.”

      “Okay,” Monica says, growing frustrated. “You’re going to have to divulge. What’s this thing that happened to you?”

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “I’m sharing a room with him.”

      I cringe, waiting for her outburst but instead of getting one, she stares at me as if I’m crazy. “You’re sharing a room with Cory Potter?” I nod. “And why is this a thing? You should be taking a magnifying glass to your lower regions to make sure all the hairs were waxed before you went to St. Croix. Natalie, this is amazing.”

      “Monica, it’s Cory Potter.”

      “Exactly. It’s Cory Fucking Potter, one of the hottest guys ever to walk the planet. Those eyes, those shoulders. God, what I wouldn’t give to be in your position right now, and I love my man more than anything, but sharing a room with Cory? Uh, sign me up. Pretty sure hubby would push me out the door and tell me to take my top off if he knew I’d be sharing a room with Cory Potter. This isn’t a thing; this is an opportunity.”

      I shake my head, the pounding sensation starting at the base of my skull. “I love your confidence in me, but let’s be honest. He’s way out of my league. Like above and beyond any man I would ever be able to land.”

      “And I love you, Natalie, but just because you were married to Ansel, doesn’t mean that’s what you should expect in a man. Ansel wasn’t the best you could do, not even close. He was lucky you even looked his way. You are a catch. You are funny and smart and have a kind heart. You might be a little twitchy at times and say weird things, but that adds to your charm. And you can’t help that, because you are genetically related to Jason Orson. Besides that, Cory would be lucky to have you look his way. Give yourself more credit; he’s not out of your league, you’re equal.”

      Monica is delusional.

      Seriously . . . deranged. Lost her marbles. Hey, maybe she’s high.

      “Are you high?”

      “What? No,” she says, her voice rising. “I’m being serious.”

      “Hmm.” I tap my chin. “Maybe I’m high.”

      “Good Lord, Natalie. You and I both know you’re not; you’re just drunk. Listen to me, okay? I need you to focus.”

      I zero in on her face and nod. “I’m focused.”

      “Good. Because I need you to absorb these words. You are a stunning and amazing girl in her twenties looking for fun. Cory Fucking Potter has a libido, as every man does. You’ve got a fucking gorgeous body. Flaunt it. Give him the good views.”

      “What are the good views?” I ask, my mind immediately going to spread-legged on the bed. “Because I’m not comfortable waiting naked on the bed with my legs spread until he gets back. It’s drafty in here.”

      “I’m not asking you to give him the spread eagle. We want to entice him, not scare him away.”

      “Are you saying my vagina is scary?” I ask, personally offended. “The waxing lady with the wax and the strips and the wax, she said I had a nice . . . what did she call it? Oh, kitten. She said I have a nice kitten.”

      “I’m sure you do since Ansel had a pencil for a penis and never really touched you.” Monica gives me a challenging look.

      Muttering I say, “More like a Sharpie than a pencil.”

      “Either way, you have a nice vagina, but let’s save the grand reveal for when he’s begging for it. For now, get to know him a little, give him accidental touches here and there, seduce him slowly. It will be fun.”

      “What you think sounds fun, sounds like a nightmare to me.”

      “You know how to flirt, Natalie.”

      “Yes, everything you said, I can do, but to Cory Potter? His sister is here, his friends are here. I would make a fool of myself. Not to mention, when he saw me, when he found out we had to share a room, the look on his face made it seem like a little elf was in his pants, twisting his balls. He clearly doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “That’s not true. He’s approached you on multiple occasions to talk to you.”

      “Because I’m his new teammate’s sister, because his new teammate is best friends with his brother-in-law, not because he was interested in me. I love that you’re trying to pump me up, but let’s be realistic. A girl like me is never going to be with a guy like Cory Potter. I’m not his version of fling material.”

      Monica groans out in frustration but doesn’t keep pushing me. “Can you at least try to have some fun, flirt a little, maybe meet an islander?”

      “And what? Take him back to the room I’m sharing with Cory?”

      “Hmm . . .” She pauses, thinking. “See if Cory is familiar with the sock on the doorknob signal.”

      Rolling my eyes, I give her a kiss and say, “Bye, Monica.”

      I hang up and rest my phone on the bed next to me. Not under the covers, still wearing my cover-up with my beach hat strewn over the pillows, I curl up even further into myself and take a deep breath. My stomach has settled and now sleep is overtaking me. I briefly close my eyes to see if the room keeps spinning and when it doesn’t, I decide to take a nap until I’m feeling better.

      Then I’ll get ready for dinner and try to enjoy my time on this enchanting island with a larger-than-life man.
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        * * *

      

      Crash.

      “Ouch. Shit,” a deep voice whispers.

      I shoot up off the mattress, the room completely dark, just the faintest light from the moon filtering in through the windows. Enough for me to spot a shadowed figure at the foot of the bed. Fight or flight kicks in immediately and before I can think about it, I scramble around on the bed, an ear-piercing scream falling from my lips as my hand connects with the cordless phone on the nightstand. I whip the phone at the figure and scream, “Murderer,” while taking a pillow and using it as a shield, clutched to my chest.

      “Christ,” the figure mutters when the phone hits him in the arm. “Natalie, it’s me . . . Cory.”

      “Don’t you—” I perk up. “Wait, what?” In seconds, the day unfolds in my mind. The flight, the hotel room, the shots, my conversation with Monica. “Oh God, Cory, I’m so sorry.” I lean over and turn the nightstand light on, horrified that I just hit Cory with a phone.

      Chuckling and rubbing the side of his arm, he says, “That’s okay.” When he looks up, his eyes widen for a second before he looks away. “Uh . . . you slept through dinner.”

      Why did his eyes widen like that? I reach up and feel my hair . . . sticking six inches off my head. Shit. I try to smooth it down, but since I’m not staring in a mirror, I have no idea what’s happening. When I look down at the pillow I was using as a shield in front of me, I notice a giant drool spot. No, this can’t be happening. If I drooled that bad . . .

      I glance down again and see half my face melted onto the pillow as well, which only means one thing.

      Sitting cross-legged, I take a deep breath and look Cory dead in the eyes. “Is one side of my makeup smeared down my face?”

      He chuckles and looks at me again. “I mean, I’ve never really seen anything like it.”

      Yup, just what I thought. I look like the seaweed monster.

      I don’t even bother to get up or rush to the bathroom to fix my face, because what’s the point? He’s seen the worst. It’s not like whatever magical spell I perform in the bathroom is going to erase this unflattering image from his head.

      So I lean back on the bed and sigh. “I slept through dinner?”

      He nods, hands tucked in his pockets. He’s wearing blue chino shorts and a white linen shirt. His hair is styled to the side in that messy way that makes any man with the same haircut look drop-dead sexy. And from the small V at the top of his shirt, I can tell he got a bit of sun today. “I was going to wake you up, but you were snoring, and I thought—”

      “I was snoring?” Shoot me now.

      “It wasn’t like my grandpa, who could rattle the walls with one intake of breath. It was more of a . . .” He makes quiet snoring sounds, and I wish in this moment my seaweed monster face would swallow me whole. “Wasn’t terribly loud, but I have to ask, is that an every-night thing? Am I going to need earplugs?”

      I know he’s teasing—I tell myself that—but it doesn’t stop the heat from crawling up the back of my neck in absolute embarrassment.

      “I’m hoping it was a tequila thing.”

      “No tequila for you then. Anyway”—he rocks on his heels—“I didn’t wake you up, because it looked like you needed to sleep off those shots. But I did bring you back some food. Jason said your drunk food is chicken fingers and fries.” Cory reaches to the side and holds out a platter. “With a side of honey mustard.”

      Okay, that’s sweet. Really sweet.

      Almost too sweet.

      “It’s straight from the kitchen, still hot. If you wanted, I can keep the cover on this, and you can take a shower.”

      Skeptically I ask, “Are you suggesting I take a shower?”

      “I mean . . . just to make sure your face didn’t actually melt off.”

      “Very funny.” I hop off the bed, but not before stumbling forward slightly. Cory tries to reach for me, but I grip the bathroom door, catching myself before I face-plant into the wall. Laughing nervously, I say, “Guess I still have my wasted legs on. I’ll take it easy. Be right out.”

      I shut the bathroom door and take a deep breath before turning toward the sink.

      “Good God,” I shout, stepping backward away from the mirror as if that will help get rid of the reflection staring back at me.

      From the other room, I can hear Cory laughing. “It’s more terrifying when the lights are suddenly switched on and you’re not expecting it.”

      Working my lips to the side, I politely say, “Good to know,” and then make quick work of my clothes and . . . my face.

      No wonder his eyes widened. I look like a hooker clown who had one hell of a rough night. Why is my hair like this? What the hell was I doing?

      And the mascara I was wearing, dripping down my face. Was I crying in my sleep?

      Wait . . . no. I was nearly drowning in a puddle of my own drool.

      Disgusted with myself, I hop in the shower and scrub my body with every last ounce of energy left in me. Once dry and clean, face devoid of makeup, I lotion up and consider putting more makeup on and then think better of it. I’m going to bed soon, so what’s the point? Cory has seen me with smeared horror makeup, and no makeup is better than that.

      I slip on the comfortable robe that’s hanging on the back of the bathroom door, brush my hair, add some leave-in conditioner to the tips, and then open the door. Cory is sitting on his already made pullout bed, book in hand, reading. He’s changed into a pair of athletic shorts and a T-shirt and looks so comfortable and inviting, I’m tempted to walk up to him and cuddle into his lap.

      He glances up and takes me in. Smiling he says, “That’s much better. Not nearly as terrifying.”

      I walk over to the kitchenette where Cory set up my food and some water—seriously, this guy is so nice. “If you were my brother, you would have at least ten pictures of me saved on your phone, ready to be used for blackmail.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me about Jason. Do you have any pictures of him on your phone?”

      I smile to myself. “Enough to get my way most of the time, but every time he gives in to one of my demands, he makes me delete a picture. I’m starting to run low. I need to find him in some precarious situations soon.” I lift the lid to my food and my mouth waters from the sight of the chicken and fries. “Oh, thank you, fried food gods. This is just what I need right now.”

      “Yeah? Did you really have that many shots?”

      I shake my head. “No, but I think it was the combination of not much food, champagne on the plane, the shots, and a few more cocktails . . . huh, you know, the more I think about it, the more I realize I did drink more than I normally do. Please don’t hold this against me.”

      “You do what you want, it’s your vacation.”

      He lifts his book back up and even though he’s reading, I can’t help but ask, “What are you reading?” The dust jacket is off, and I can’t read the binding from his giant hands covering it.

      “‘Becoming’ by Michelle Obama. It’s really good.”

      “Wait . . .” I have chicken halfway to my mouth when I ask, “You’re reading Michelle Obama’s book?”

      “Uh-huh. Is there something wrong with that?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      “Thought I was reading some thriller?”

      “Sort of.” I chuckle. “Yeah, I was. Something that will be turned into an HBO series.”

      “That’s usually what I like to read, but my assistant, Cheryl, told me I need to read this book. She gave it to me. I figured if a seventy-year-old woman gives me a book, I need to read it because there is a ninety-nine-point-nine percent chance that she’s going to ask me about it.”

      God, that’s adorable. As is the tinge of fear in his expression. This six-foot-plus man is scared of his assistant. Who is older than my mom.

      “Your assistant is seventy?”

      “Yeah. People think it’s weird, but she’s sharper than anyone I know. She takes care of me, never lets me miss an appointment or important event, and she’s more hip on technology than I am. She’s the one who started an Instagram account for me and reminds me to post.”

      “Stop.” I chuckle. “Seriously? Where do I find a Cheryl?”

      “Well, I found her at the grocery store in Baltimore. I was trying to pick out avocados and had no idea what I was doing. She came over and showed me how to pick ones that won’t ripen too fast. And then she took my grocery list and went to the different crates of produce, showing me what I should get. It soon became an entire trip around the grocery store as we spoke about our lives. I realized when we hit aisle nine, where she was lecturing me about the importance of probiotics, that I needed her in my life. And she’s been with me ever since.”

      Why is that the sweetest story I’ve ever heard? I can just see it, tall and muscular Cory confused at the grocery store while this little lady drags him around, aisle by aisle, helping him find food for his cart.

      “That’s a really cute story. Could you imagine if that was your meet cute? How adorable.”

      “Too bad she’s taken. Her husband is a retired Marine, and he’s terrifying. I mean, straight-up will scare you out of your underpants scary. He once startled me so hard at the dinner table, that I nearly knocked the entire table over with my knees. He waits for the quietest moment to shout something incredibly loud, like . . . pass the salt,” Cory shouts, startling me as well. We both laugh. “See what I’m saying? You don’t expect it, do you?”

      “That would be terrifying, having to be on your guard all the time.”

      He nods. “Yeah, but he’s a good guy and he loves Cheryl. He looks at her as if she’s the most beautiful thing he’s ever seen. I swear there’s awe in his eyes whenever she walks into a room.”

      “That’s really sweet,” I say, dipping a piece of chicken and taking a bite. Not wanting to dwell on the fact that my husband never looked at me in awe, I say, “I’m going to guess you guys had a much better dinner, one that isn’t usually found on the kid’s menu.”

      He chuckles and shakes his head. “We all had steak except for Emory who really wanted mac and cheese, so I think you’re in good company.”

      “I need to hang out with her more then.” Turning in my seat, I say, “Do you ever find this group . . . overwhelming? We’re both kind of outcasts in our own way being pulled in. It’s intimidating.”

      He props his arm on the back of the couch and relaxes into the fabric. “I’ve known these guys for a while, so I haven’t thought much of it. Plus, we all went to Brentwood, not together granted, but we have that in common. But I can see where you’re coming from. They’re a lot to handle. Lots of strong personalities, but you should be used to handling that, given you’re Jason’s sister.”

      “I’m used to handling Jason.” I pop a fry in my mouth. “Not everyone else. Thankfully Dottie has been very sweet and has taken me under her wing. I’m going to make an effort to get to know Milly and Emory better.”

      “Both good people.”

      “Especially your sister, right?” I lightly smile.

      He nods, his eyes focused on something on the wall. “She’s amazing. I wouldn’t be where I am today without her.”

      “I’m guessing you’re super close like Jason and I are?”

      “She’s my best friend,” he answers unapologetically, and the answer stirs my mind with emotion. What a simple but impactful answer—one you don’t hear very often about a brother-sister relationship, but one I can easily relate to. “Growing up, our two brothers, Sean and Rian, always hung out because they’re Irish twins, so they bonded over a lot of things. That gave me the opportunity to hang out with Milly. We soon became inseparable and even though we’re eight years apart in age, she’s still my best friend, and I rely on her for everything.”

      “I feel you,” I reply, trying not to swoon over his answer. “I don’t know what I would do without Jason, or Joseph for that matter. They both bring a sense of joy to my life, and I know I should create my own joy, but they’re largely why I was able to get through my divorce and not be in a puddle in the corner, contemplating where I went wrong in life.”

      The mention of my divorce makes the atmosphere somber, and I watch Cory’s mood shift from casual to serious. He moves on the couch, and his shirt pulls at his chest in a different way, clinging to his left pec, defining it as if the fabric is morphing into his skin.

      Why do I have to be rooming with the hottest guy I’ve ever seen in person?

      This really isn’t fair; nor is this a vacation. More like a torture chamber.

      “Are you doing okay since the divorce?” he asks with hesitation, as if he isn’t quite sure if I’m ready to talk about it. And to be honest, it’s not that I’m not ready, it’s that I’m in St. Croix. The last thing I want to dwell on is what went wrong in my life. But I’m not rude, so I keep my answer short.

      “I’m doing just fine.” I briefly smile and then bite another piece of chicken.

      He senses my brush-off and nods, only to turn back to his book.

      And just like that, the conversation is over.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to bed?” Cory asks, popping his head into the covered balcony.

      I glance over my shoulder and shake my head. “That nap killed my bedtime.”

      He chuckles and steps a foot onto the tiled floor of the balcony. “Care if I join you?”

      “I don’t want to keep you up if you want to go to bed. I can hang out with earphones on and watch something.”

      “Why would you do that? You’ll drown out the sound of the ocean waves.” he says, taking a seat on the bench across from me.

      True.

      After he’s comfortable, he pulls out a deck of cards from his back pocket and holds it up with a smile. “Care for some war?”

      I eye him. “You want to play cards with me?”

      “Why not? It’s not like we’re doing anything else.”

      Very true. It’s not like we’re currently stripping each other down naked and rolling around on the bed. I can’t even imagine what that might be like with Cory. He’s a big guy. Really big. I want to say at least six four, which makes him the perfect height for a professional first baseman with his long limbs and broad chest. But being handled by such power in the bedroom? What would that even feel like? And then there’s the question of his penis and the size of that. Monica keeps saying I deserve a bigger penis in my life. I don’t know what a bigger penis would be like since I’ve only been with one my entire life. It seems like Cory might blow my mind if he pulled his pants down. I’m guessing from the size of his hands he’s big, because it looks like he’s holding up baby cards right now instead of a standard-sized deck.

      “Okay,” I say, scooting closer and moving some pillows to the side so we have a flat surface in front of us to play. “But I should warn you, I’m very competitive.”

      “Then it should be a good game, because so am I.” He winks and shuffles the cards, as if he didn’t just cause my heart to faint in my chest. Come on, buddy, look alive.

      Cory is not the guy for me. He’s not interested. He’s out of my league.

      I keep saying that on repeat in my head as he deals the cards between us.

      He’s nice and sweet. Don’t misconstrue that as he’s interested.

      When he’s done shuffling, we both scoop up our pile and hold it in our hands. We look up at each other and with a smile, Cory says, “Good luck. I’m excellent at war.”

      That makes me laugh out loud. “It’s a game of chance.”

      He shakes his head. “It’s all about the shuffle, just watch.”

      “Are you claiming to be a cheater right off the bat, Potter?”

      “Never a cheater, even if I’m a Rebel now.”

      I laugh again, loving that he can make fun of his . . . misfortune. Too bad Jason has the same misfortune. “With you and Jason, you might be able to turn that image around.”

      “One can only hope. Now let’s play.”
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        * * *

      

      “Double war,” we both shout at the same time, laughing and laying down one more set of three cards. I’m down to my last card. He’s crushed me the entire game and I’ve held on by a thread. I know the cards I have in my pile aren’t large, but I’m counting on the one ten I have to pop up right now, not the three twos I’ve somehow kept throughout this game.

      “Are you nervous?” he asks, waving his card around. “Scared? Shaking in your polka-dot pajamas?”

      After I housed my dinner, I changed into my pajamas, which aren’t the least bit sexy. They’re a matching pink and white polka-dot short and shirt combo. If I knew I’d be sharing a hotel room with Cory Potter, I would have brought some indecent negligee and acted like it’s what I always wear. But alas, here we are, no makeup, hair air-dried, and my polka-dot pajamas setting the mood.

      But even in my dismay of looking like a naïve eighteen-year-old rather than a competent and put-together twenty-six-year-old, it doesn’t stop my body from heating up when he smirks at me, or my thighs clenching when he laughs, or my heart tripping when our hands accidentally touch while collecting cards.

      I’m hopeless, and I really pray the attraction I’m feeling is not showing, because I’m sure he gets this all the time. Girls swooning at his feet just because he’s a nice guy; girls thinking he’s interested when in fact he was taught how to respect others and treat them with kindness.

      Steeling my shoulders, I say, “You’re going to be embarrassed when I flip my last card over and you realize, I just bounced back into this game with a ten.”

      “Is that the card you think you have?” I nod and he laughs. “Nah, you have a two right there.”

      “This is not a two. It’s a ten, and boy, oh boy, are you going to be sad when you flip your cards over and see I took all of your aces.”

      “All of them? That’s a bold statement.”

      “Your shuffling is crap.”

      His eyes light up as he casually leans back against the screened-in balcony. “My shuffling has gotten me pretty far already. Maybe you should have been taking notes.”

      “No need.” I shake my head, trying to be as confident as possible. “Not when I’ve been tricking you this entire time, making you think you’re going to annihilate me when in fact, this is the pivotal moment that you will forever remember in war history. The moment I take the game back with a”—I throw my card down without looking at it—“ten.”

      We keep eye contact, neither of us chancing a glance to see what card I threw down. I hold back my smile. I remain stoic and proud that this really is the turning point, that this is when I take back the entire game.

      “You’re that confident?”

      “Yup.”

      “Fine, if that’s a ten, then I’ll stay on the couch for the rest of the vacation, but if that’s anything other than a ten, we rotate between couch and bed.”

      “That seems like a fair deal.”

      And in a moment of silence, both our mouths curve up as we stare at each other, and I realize I’m completely fucked. This is the first night, we have six more of these, six more nights with this handsome man sharing the same air in this generously sized hotel room. Six more nights of getting ready for bed side by side. Six more nights of possible conversation, possible games of war on the screened-in balcony, of swapping beds, catching his scent on the pillow. I’m supposed to be living it up, finding someone on the island who might want to have a fling, but instead, here I am in my polka-dot pajamas unable to take my eyes off the man in front of me, the man I have zero chance with.

      Shaking the thoughts out of my head, I clear my throat and say, “On three, we’ll look.”

      He nods.

      “One, two, three . . .”

      We both glance at the two of hearts staring back at us.

      Crap.

      I groan, while he roars with laughter and claps his hands, louder than expected. Joy crosses his lips as they stretch beautifully, scrunching up his cheeks and emphasizing the small wrinkles at the corners of his eyes.

      Everything about this brings happiness to my heart.

      His unfiltered laughter.

      His addicting grin.

      The playful nudge of his foot against mine.

      And how even though I lost, I genuinely feel like I won.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CORY

      

      

      

      SPOTTED: Potter Playing with the Enemy

      Conspiracies have been running rampant since Potter became a Rebel.

      He was paid to suck.

      Traded by his beloved Storm because of a sex addiction.

      Secretly had pec enhancement surgery.

      We’re not saying these conspiracies are true, probably very unlikely, but the one conspiracy we see becoming clearer every day: Potter wishes he was a Bobbie.

      That much is evident from these recent pictures. Spotted at the airport, about to go on vacation with Bobbies starting shortstop and second baseman, Knox Gentry and Carson Stone. Where the boys are headed, we’re unsure, but they look awfully comfortable together, which makes you wonder . . . is Potter giving away all the Rebels secrets? Or is he secretly finding a way to take the L across the city to the Bobcats stadium? Fans are saying he would rather bleed blue and red.

      I close out the article on my phone, silently swearing to myself. Sex addiction? Jesus Christ.

      Taking a deep breath, I try to calm myself just as the crew starts to filter in.

      “Good morning,” I say over a cup of coffee as Milly and Carson walk hand in hand up to the large table I snagged for the group.

      “Morning,” Milly says. Carson flops down in a chair and stretches his arms above his head. His hair is rumpled, he’s wearing athletic shorts and a tank top, and he looks like a very, very happy man. How can I tell? Because he can’t seem to keep his hands off my sister as she takes a seat next to him.

      They’re married.

      They’re married.

      I need to keep reminding myself of that so I don’t feel the need to be overprotective and tell him to step away.

      “Get any sleep last night?” Carson yawns while draping his arm over Milly’s shoulder. He’s always been touchy-feely with Milly, besides the first time we met him after graduation. He was reserved of course, not wanting to maul his girl in front of her family, but ever since we’ve been on vacation, it’s like he needs to have his hands on Milly at all times. This happens right before the season starts up. I brought it up to Milly once when we were in the cages and she shyly smiled, her face turning bright red.

      She said Carson’s territorial instincts intensify right before the season starts every year because as he puts it, he needs to soak her in as much as he can because the season is long and there are road trip stretches that will prevent him from being near her, so he takes advantage when he can.

      Hell, I’d do the same thing if I had a girl.

      If I had a girl . . . why does that sentence immediately make me think of Natalie?

      Maybe because she destroyed me last night with her cute charm and polka-dot pajama set. Other girls in her position—girls I’ve come to know quite well—never would have hung out with me, makeup free, and chowed done on a simple children’s dish with no shame. But there she was, not a care in the world, totally being herself in front of me, and it made me ache for her even more.

      When we went to bed after my victory it was hard for me to calm my racing heart from our interaction, from seeing her pure, beautiful smile after I teased her for losing so badly. It was next to impossible to erase the image out of my head. It’s why I have a giant cup of coffee in front of me and plan on taking a nap by the pool later. I am dead tired.

      Not even trying to lie to Carson and Milly, I say, “Zero sleep.”

      Milly cringes while Carson laughs—the asshole.

      “Did she parade around in some skimpy piece of clothing?” Carson asks, enjoying my misery way too much.

      “No, worse . . . she acted like herself, as if I wasn’t even there. After she woke up looking like Godzilla’s bride with half her face melted off, she took a shower and then ate her chicken fingers like it was her job . . . in a robe.”

      “Oh shit.” Carson laughs some more.

      “Then she changed into her pajamas, which was some matching T-shirt and shorts combo with polka dots.”

      “Oh hell.” Carson scratches the side of his cheek. “Sometimes those matching sets are more of a turn-on because they’re cuter.”

      “Seriously?” Milly asks.

      We both nod. Women think they’re being casual, but casual means you’re cuddle-able. Cuddle-able for a guy who appreciates holding the soft, supple body of a woman . . . yeah, way more of a turn-on. Don’t get me wrong, if Natalie walked out in a negligee set, I’d find it hard to not have my jaw unhinge in lust, but that matching shirt and shorts combo, the way it clung to her curves but was also loose, it was as if she was teasing me the whole night with that thing. Which I know she wasn’t, she was just trying to be comfortable. But still . . . torture.

      “They can be dangerous if worn right,” I say, looking over at the open restaurant where the breakfast buffet is set up. “And last night, polka dots were worn correctly.”

      “You sorry motherfucker,” Carson says, shaking his head, completely understanding. “Where is she now?”

      I nod at the restaurant. “Getting food with Jason and Dottie. Knox and Emory haven’t emerged from their room yet.”

      “Doubt they will,” Carson says, pouring him and Milly some coffee. I watch how he expertly prepares her coffee just the way she likes it, and then I watch as my sister looks at Carson as if he walks on water. She’s so in love, which makes me really happy.

      “Understandable.” I push around a strawberry on my plate, waiting to digest some before I go for seconds. I stacked my plate pretty high, but not high enough to deter me from round two. “I’ll be spending most of my time outside of the room. If I can avoid that space as much as I can, I will.”

      “Is it terrible?” Milly asks, her face full of worry and concern. I know she’s feeling bad because she invited me, but she never could have guessed that Jason and Dottie were going to bring Natalie.

      To ease my sister’s caring heart, I shake my head. “It’s not completely terrible. I actually had a really great night last night. We played war out on the balcony, laughed, and talked about stupid shit. Nothing of importance. It was nice.”

      “So how is that terrible at all?”

      Carson leans into Milly and presses a kiss to her neck before saying, “Remember how I told you it was torture for me to go through batting practices with you before we admitted our feelings?” She nods. “That’s what Cory is going through. He likes her, finds her attractive, but now he’s forced to keep things on lockdown.” Turning toward me, he continues, “Honestly, I think you should just go for it and give in. Could make your vacation that much better.”

      “And when we go back home and she wants nothing to do with me because I was her rebound, what then?”

      He scratches his chin and says, “Take it out on the ball?” He chuckles, knowing it’s a shitty solution.

      “Really fucking helpful,” I say just as Dottie, Natalie, and Jason walk up to the table. Jason sits next to me, Dottie next to him, and Natalie on the farthest end.

      “The old married couple emerged,” Jason says. “Did you guys fall asleep doing a word search puzzle together?”

      “Yeah,” Carson says sarcastically. “I was looking for the words with my tongue in Milly’s—”

      She clamps her hand over his mouth and chastises him in his ear.

      I should say thank God he didn’t finish that sentence, but I’m pretty sure everyone knew what he was going to say.

      As a warning and courtesy, I say, “Dude, please. I’m her brother.”

      He shrugs unapologetically. “We’re married now, no need to impress you. I got the goods.” He chuckles. I roll my eyes, even though I am grateful Milly married someone so chill.

      “What’s the plan for the day?” Dottie asks.

      “Snorkeling, right?” Jason asks. “Aren’t we going to Buck Island?”

      “Is that today?” I ask, thinking that was on Thursday.

      “I think so . . . right?” Jason asks and looks around at the table. No one knows, because Knox and Emory are the ones who planned the trip this go around.

      “It’s today,” Natalie says from the end of the table. It’s the first thing she’s said since last night. After we awkwardly said good night and turned out the lights, I woke up early, rolled out of bed, brushed my teeth, peed, and came down here where I’ve been drinking coffee and eating since. She followed ten minutes later, wearing a pair of bike shorts and a baggy shirt, hair stacked on top of her head. She looks like she’s on vacation, letting her face breathe free of makeup and allowing the sun to kiss her beautiful skin.

      We all look down the table where Natalie is sitting, an egg-white omelet on her plate and bowl of fruit next to her. She’s sipping from a mug and looks half awake, half asleep. Did she have trouble sleeping last night too?

      “Emory sent that itinerary.” She holds up her phone that’s on the table. “It says Buck Island and booze boat for today. Departure is at eleven, which gives us forty-five minutes to get it together.”

      Jason thumbs toward his sister and says, “That’s why I keep her around.”

      “I’m so lucky,” Natalie shoots back with an eye-roll and then shoves a large piece of pineapple into her mouth.

      “Forty-five minutes gives us some time,” Carson says to Milly with an eye wiggle.

      Christ.

      “Keep it in your pants, Stone,” Milly says, standing from her seat. “We’re eating.”

      “Yeah, you need that protein, right, Coach?”

      Milly stops, turns to Carson, and even though her cheeks are blushing she says, “You’re going to make me puke with all your innuendo. Is that what you want, Carson? For me to puke?”

      “If she pukes, I puke.” Jason raises his hand, looking concerned. “You know how sensitive I am to vomit. Total trigger for me.”

      “He’s not kidding,” Dottie adds. “I’ve seen him throw up far too many times than I would like to admit.”

      “Fine.” Carson holds his hands up in defense. “If everyone is going to be so sensitive.” He stands as well, snags Milly’s hand, and walks off to get food with her. I watch as he lifts her hand to his mouth and gives it a soft kiss while smiling down at her.

      I remember when Milly was just starting college, how I teased her about boys. When I was in Baltimore, I asked if there was anyone new in her life during our weekly FaceTime calls. Her answer was always no, but when I asked her what she was looking for, her answer was the same every time. Someone who wanted to hold her hand.

      Seeing them now, the attention he gives her, it fucking lights me up inside, makes me want to find someone I can give attention to. Which is terrifying, because I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to complicate things with my career, but the more I spend time with the guys, watching them in their relationships, I realize how grounded they all are, how they’re stronger emotionally because of the women by their sides.

      It’s time I start pursuing a relationship, but I need to pursue one with the right person and even though the girl at the end of the table holds my interest, I know she’s not in the same frame of mind as me. Despite it being painful, I have to keep reminding myself that she’s not what I’m looking for.

      Clearing her throat, Dottie says, “Since we’re going to be together all day, would you two be offended if Jason and I sat at another table for some private conversation?”

      Natalie looks up from her fruit bowl. “Oh, of course not. Go ahead.”

      Jason looks confused at first but then Dottie whispers something in his ear. A sly smile pulls at his lips as he gathers his plate and cup and they find a table over by the garden.

      Glancing at Natalie, I awkwardly give her a quick wave as she leans back in her chair and folds her hands over her stomach.

      “Why do I feel like we’re going to get to know each other really well on this trip?” she asks, breaking the silence between us.

      “Why would you say that?” I answer sarcastically. “We came here with friends and siblings, not couples.”

      She chuckles. “Yeah, imagine if you weren’t here. I’d be having a conversation with my omelet about the light breeze that keeps kicking up, tempering out the hot beat of the sun.”

      “Don’t stop me from having that conversation.” I motion to her plate. “By all means, have at it.”

      She pokes her omelet and then shakes her head. “Apparently not much of a talker, this one.”

      “Shame, you could have heard eggs-cellent tips about the heart and soul of being a breakfast staple.”

      “There goes my book deal.” She dramatically flings her arm out to the side, making me laugh. And then she does something I wasn’t expecting. She picks up her plate and cup and slides down the table until she’s sitting across from me. She situates herself and then says, “Get used to this view, I think you’re going to be seeing it a lot.”

      Hell . . . if only she knew how much I want to stare at the view in front of me.

      Trying not to show my cards, I say, “Feel free to venture out on your own. Eat alone.” I say it in a joking manner, but from the way her face falls, I didn’t do a very good job on the delivery.

      “Oh, I didn’t . . . do you want me to—”

      “I was trying to make a joke.” I stumble through my words, hoping I didn’t just offend her. “I didn’t mean it like get out of my face.” Her face stays neutral and I gnaw on the side of my cheek. “I was kidding.”

      “Sure, yeah.” She gives me a small smile and then goes back to her fruit.

      Shit.

      I start to elaborate just as Carson and Milly come back to the table, both with waffles on their plates decked out with all the fixings. Looks like Carson has no problem with vacation food. I don’t blame him. Once we get back home, we’re going to be on a strict diet regimen.

      Carson looks around and asks, “Where did Jason and Dottie go?”

      “Wanted to eat alone,” I answer, glancing up at Natalie again, who is dabbing at her face.

      She tosses her napkin on her plate and stands. “I’m going to get ready. Meet you guys in the lobby.”

      She takes off before we can say anything else, and once she’s out of earshot, Milly asks, “She looked sad, what did you say to her?”

      I wipe my hand over my face and look to the sky, frustrated with myself. “She told me to get used to the view of her since it seemed like we’d be spending a lot of time together and jokingly, I said she could go off on her own. I don’t think I said it right.”

      “Clearly you didn’t,” Carson says, his mouth full of waffle. “Girl looked like she was about to cry.”

      “Really? You think so?” I try to catch a glimpse of her but she’s already out of sight.

      “She didn’t look super thrilled, but not crying.” Milly sighs and says, “Why don’t you just drop the act and tell her you like her?”

      “Because. That would be a huge mistake. She said it herself, she’s looking to have fun. I’m not about to get in the way of that and tell her about my aspirations to have a long-lasting relationship, something she just got out of. She needs her space. I’m going to give her that.”
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      After breakfast, I thought it would be a good idea to go back to the room and maybe apologize one more time to Natalie, but when I got there, she was already gone. The little bag she brought with her to house her towel and water bottle was gone, so I guess she went somewhere until we had to meet up.

      The entire time we were waiting in the lobby and the drive to the marina, she was quiet and thanks to the seating arrangements, we seem to keep getting paired up, which should be no surprise. But it would be nice if one of the couples took a break from each other for a second to see how incredibly awkward the situation is for Natalie and me.

      Once we’d been given the safety instructions, we took off on the party boat. Drinks were handed out, snacks were distributed, and music was blasted while clothes were shed, leaving everyone in their bathing suits.

      Everyone.

      Talk about having a gulp moment.

      Thank fuck for my sunglasses, because I couldn’t avert my eyes from Natalie even if I tried.

      Remember when I said she was cute because she wore a matching set of pajamas? Well, guess who leveled up their hotness factor? Lying on the front of the boat with the girls is Natalie in a skimpy, red two-piece.

      I’ve been around bikinis before, I’ve seen cleavage, but Natalie’s body is fucking hot with her supple breasts and hips that firmly hold the bottom of her bikini in place. At first, I thought, hey, that’s a nice bathing suit, and then she flipped over revealing half her ass. It’s not quite a thong, but not a full bottom either. It has my dick aching in my thin trunks.

      What I think I like the most is she’s not super fit. Her edges are soft, smooth, but there’s a slight thickness in her hips that has me craving to grip them from behind. Images of her on the inviting bed in the hotel room, head buried in the comforter, my hands holding her in place while I drive into her, keep flashing in my mind.

      I’ve lost all concentration and every time one of the guys asks me a question, I know my responses are halfhearted, almost stupid at times.

      Carson finally calls me out on it. “Stare a little longer,” he mumbles next to me while Knox and Jason talk about the curveball Maddox Paige possesses. It’s deathly.

      “Is it that bad?”

      “Doubt the other guys can tell, but I know what you’re doing.”

      “Why does half her ass have to be out? Her brother is here; doesn’t she care about that? Look at Milly, she’s wearing a respectable one-piece.” She’s the only one wearing a one-piece.

      Carson quietly chuckles. “Clearly you haven’t truly looked at your sister if you think her one-piece is respectable. The damn thing is all cut up in the front, she is practically naked.”

      “What?” My scowl deepens. “Do I need to talk to her about modesty?”

      That makes Carson throw his head back this time, his laugh grabbing everyone’s attention. He shakes his head and says, “Talk to her about modesty, and I go over to Natalie right now to let the cat out of the bag. I love seeing my wife confident in her body and showing it off.”

      Grumbling, I say, “Fine.” Although it does make me wonder. Is Natalie confident in her body? Some women flaunt every bit of skin they can because they’re desperate for attention. But Natalie simply looks comfortable. Natural. And hopefully, that means she’s confident too. She should be. She’s fucking hot.

      The boat slows as we approach an island in the middle of the crystal-blue ocean. It’s not very big at all and it’s covered in vegetation, but apparently underneath where we’re floating is the true show. Buck Island was named a national monument in 1948 to preserve the magnificent coral reefs. Over eighteen hundred acres of protected sea life rests beneath us, and it has one of three underwater trails in the United States, making it a popular tourist attraction in St. Croix.

      And yet, as the captain is getting us ready, all I can think about is Natalie and how the life vest she’s wearing is propping her tits up into her neck.

      “Everyone is suited up. Do we all remember our snorkeling instructions?” the captain asks, nodding his head, encouraging us to do the same. “Let’s take a group picture quickly and then find your partner; we’re keeping this a buddy system.”

      Of course. Because why wouldn’t we?

      We all get together on the boat, wave our arms in excitement with Buck Island in the background, and take a picture. Then, just as I thought, the couples snuggle up to each other leaving Natalie and me to partner up.

      Tacking on a smile, I walk up to her and say, “Care to be my partner?”

      Her easy demeanor while hanging out with the girls on the front of the boat quickly disappears as she looks up at me. Our snorkeling gear is in our hands, and there’s a good two feet of distance between us. “I can partner up with the instructor if that’s easier,” she says with little to no life in her voice.

      She’s not subdued or even submissive at this point. It’s as if life was knocked out of her, or at least when I’m around, which makes me feel fucking “great.” Insert a sarcastic thumbs up here.

      Sighing, I push my hand through my hair and bend so she has to look me in the eyes. “Hey, I’m sorry about what I said at the restaurant. I was trying to make a joke and it came off all wrong.” I tip her chin up, careful not to be too intimate. When her eyes connect with mine, I feel the air seep from my lungs, as if there’s a hole somewhere, leaking everything out. Fuck, she’s so goddamn beautiful. “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I would love nothing more than to partner with you.”

      She nods, but it’s a lackluster nod, which makes me wonder, is she one of those people who needs time before they’re back to normal?

      Knox and Emory are the first in the water, followed by Carson and Milly, Dottie and Jason, and then we’re up next. Everyone jumped in the water holding hands while doing some stupid noise so I figured, why not us too? I go to reach for her hand to bridge the gap between us but before I can make contact, she pencil jumps into the water without me.

      Ohh-kay.

      Still upset.

      Noted.
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        * * *

      

      Something you forget while snorkeling is there’s no way for you to communicate to your “partner” other than using hand motions, you know, because your mouth is suctioned around a tube that helps you breathe.

      It’s rewarding, because it’s so silent and beautiful, but when you see something exciting to show your partner, you end up flailing around in the water like an idiot trying to get their attention.

      At least, that’s what I did at first because Natalie refused to be close to me. Her buddy system protocol needs some work. But that ended after the first ten minutes, because I was over the flailing. So I swam closer to her, took her hand in mine, and didn’t let go. She was very hesitant at first, actually thrashed a bit, demanding to be released, but I didn’t let up. Together we had to figure out how to swim and enjoy the experience without getting sucked up by the ocean.

      And it was beautiful—once she calmed down. Blue tangs swam around us as we traversed the underwater trail, taking in the large, untouched reefs, the water so clear we can see many tiny fish living their life amongst the brightly colored coral. It was unlike anything I had ever seen and once we hit the end of the trail, we were shocked to be greeted by a sea turtle, gracefully floating with the waves.

      To say it was magical is an understatement. But that magic was broken when we surfaced, as Natalie let go of my hand, and then swam to the boat, leaving me to float on my own.

      Well, at least it’s peaceful out here. Instead of heading to the boat right away, I hang out in the water, letting the waves rock me up and down. I take in the scenery, the way the blue of the sky differs from the blue of the ocean. The water is more aquamarine compared to the royal blue of the sky. There are few clouds, so the sun shines brightly on my torso, heating it, only for the water in return to cool it.

      Beautiful fucking day.

      These are the moments I savor. Peaceful, relaxing, away from the grind of playing game after game, season after season. Weight rooms, batting cages, training rooms . . . it’s all a distant memory as I float, the waves lapping gently against my life vest. When we get back, we’ll only have a short amount of time before we report to spring training, and those weeks will be spent preparing my body for the rigorous upcoming schedule. These days in St. Croix are really the last days I have before work starts up again and instead of letting myself truly enjoy them, I’m trying to get in the head of the girl who has captured my attention.

      I splash some water on my face and sigh. Fuck. I should just let her be mad at me. Then I could possibly try to forget these weird feelings I have rolling around in the pit of my stomach. But I’ve never been that guy, the dick, the asshole, the . . . rebel. I care too much about the people around me to treat them with anything less than the respect they deserve.

      It’s why I find myself swimming over to the boat, climbing on board, and shucking my gear quickly so I can find Natalie. The other couples are still looking around, their heads popping in and out of the water, their excited expressions giving me joy, especially Milly’s.

      One of the attendants hands me a towel, which I thank them for, and then head to the top of the party boat where I know there are snacks and drinks, hoping to find Natalie. When I reach the top, I instantly spot her, sitting at the curve of the table, surrounded by food, her sunglasses perched on her nose and her gaze set out over the ocean, her fist propping up her chin.

      I take a moment to observe her and the serenity of her mood. She looks calm, collected, unlike the scowl-wearing snorkeler she was a few short minutes ago. Should I disturb her? It looks like she’s found some peace, but then again, we still have a lot of time on this boat, we’re alone, and I need to clear this up once and for all.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” I ask, taking a seat across from her.

      She doesn’t move. “One of the most beautiful things I’ve ever seen.”

      I can think of something more beautiful.

      Clearing my throat, I pick up a piece of shrimp from the ice it’s on, dip it in some cocktail sauce, and then say, “So you’re mad at me. I get it.”

      She shakes her head, shocking me when she turns to face me. “I’m not mad at you, Cory.”

      “Uh-huh,” I say with sarcasm. “Okay, I grew up with a sister who was terrible at expressing her feelings.” I motion at Natalie with my finger. “The body language you’re sending into the universe is telling me another story.”

      Sighing, she flips her sunglasses up on her head so I can see those expressive eyes of hers. “I’m not mad, I’m just . . . trying to give you space.” Give me space?

      “By not talking to me?” I call her out, never one to beat around the bush.

      “I don’t want you to feel like you’re obligated to hang out with me because everyone else is attached. This is your vacation before the season starts. The next eight months are going to be grueling. I want you to enjoy this time, not feel obligated to talk to me.”

      My brow pinches together. “I don’t feel obligated to talk to you. I talk to you because I want to.”

      “You know what I mean, Cory. I don’t want to come off as clingy, you know? I’m giving you space, that’s all.”

      “Okay.” I pick up another shrimp, dip it, and chew. “I appreciate that, but we’re also sharing a room, so we’re bound to have to talk to each other. Might as well make the most of it.”

      “I know.” She nibbles on her bottom lip and picks up a piece of a carrot. “But I don’t want to be that little sister, the one who clings to her brother’s friends, only for them to feel like they have to hang out with me because my brother is their friend, or teammate. I’m really conscious of that, especially growing up with Jason. Your comment at breakfast, although not meant to be mean-spirited, reminded me of who I tried to avoid being growing up.” She takes a bite of the carrot and says, “I just want to make sure you have a nice time and don’t feel like you weren’t able to relax because of me.” She picks up her La Croix for a sip. “And trust me, I went to the front desk today and asked if any rooms have become available. Still nothing. They assured me, nothing would during our stay. So you’re stuck with me unfortunately.”

      “I don’t think that’s unfortunate,” I say, letting the words slip out before I can stop them. “I mean, could be worse, right?” I try to laugh it off, but I’m sounding awkward as fuck.

      A little smirk passes over her lips and for the first time since this morning, I feel a wave of relief. That smirk was all I needed to relax, to know it will be okay, that I don’t need to hold my breath any longer.

      “How do you think it could be worse? Hypothetically, give me a way it could be worse.”

      “Sure.” I reach out and snag a BBQ chicken slider and put it on a small plate. “You could be an ex that I couldn’t stand and we’d be sharing a hotel room.”

      She slowly nods, lips pursed. “Yeah, that could be worse. Couldn’t imagine what it would be like if you were Ansel, my ex-husband. Talk about awkward. Give me another scenario of how this could be worse.”

      I bite into the slider and chew, thinking. “You could be a super fan. Taking pictures of me while I’m sleeping, sneak into the bathroom while I’m showering, stealing my underwear to sell on Facebook Market when you get home.”

      She chokes on her laughter, coughing for a few seconds. “Why did you say Facebook Market, not eBay?”

      I shrug, chuckling lightly. “Is eBay even a thing anymore?”

      “It’s very much alive. I just bought a pair of Justin Timberlake’s underwear off there.”

      “Frame them in a shadow box?”

      Giving a disgusted face, she shakes her head. “Are you insane? His penis essence is on those, so they sleep with me every night. Brought them with me on the trip. You can take a turn with them tonight if you want.”

      “Now I’m starting to fear you’re not kidding.”

      Her head falls back as she laughs wholeheartedly. When she straightens up, she asks, “Are you going to peek at my pillow tonight?”

      “I mean . . . if I hear you inhaling heavily into your pillow, I’ll know the truth.”

      “You’re just going to have to find out later tonight.”

      “Something to look forward to.” I smile and then ask, “Are we cool, Natalie? I mean, really cool?”

      She tilts her head to the side and thoughtfully says, “Yeah, we’re cool, Cory.”

      A thrill of excitement bolts up my spine from the sound of my name softly rolling off her tongue, as if she’s said it, screamed it a few times in the bedroom, my hips pulsing in and out of her. It was sultry but not in an obvious way, more in a natural tone that she uses when she’s happy.

      And she’s happy right now.

      Trying not to look too fucking giddy over her saying my name, I say, “So for the rest of the trip, can we treat it as if we’re best friends on vacation? No more awkwardness? We’re going to be coupled up no matter what, so we might as well make the most of it, yeah?”

      “Are you . . .” She pauses, hand to heart. “Cory Potter, are you proposing a friend-trip with me?”

      I shouldn’t be surprised she has a flair for dramatics like her brother, I’d be surprised if she didn’t. How similar she is to Jason, is cute, but she’s also very different—thank God.

      “Would you be opposed to a friend-trip?”

      She lifts her drink and takes a sip before carefully setting it back down, her eyes never leaving mine. “Well, I don’t know much about you, Cory Potter. How could we call it a friend-trip if I don’t know much about you?”

      “That’s why a friend-trip is in order, so we can get to know each other and then be the best friends there are.”

      “I don’t know.” She cringes. “Friends with a Rebel? I’m not sure I can—”

      “Your brother is a Rebel,” I remind her, making whatever she’s about to say, moot.

      “I have no choice with him, he’s blood. I have a choice with you.”

      Huh, okay, never mind on the whole moot thing.

      “Are you saying I’m going to have to woo you for your friendship?”

      “Wouldn’t hurt you to do so.” She smiles and bites into a carrot.

      “What if I think it’s too much trouble?”

      She shrugs. “Your loss, because I can make some really good chocolate chip cookies.”

      I pretend to mull it over, giving it serious thought. Honestly, I’d do pretty much anything at this point to keep her smile in my life, but I can’t give that away. “Do these chocolate chip cookies have sprinkles in them?”

      “That can be arranged.”

      “Then I think you have yourself a friend-trip.”

      Smirking, she says, “Prepare your heart, because I’m about to rock your world with my friendship skills.”

      Hell, if only I knew I should have prepared my heart the day of the fundraiser.
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      I stare at myself in the mirror stuck to the tiny bathroom in the party boat. Cheeks flushed, neck and chest flushed, nipples impossibly hard, and hair kissed with natural beach waves.

      I look like I was just masterfully fucked.

      And maybe I kind of was, but not in the way I’m sure every woman in the vicinity of Cory Potter wishes.

      After I left breakfast, I reminded myself that I wasn’t going to be clingy, that I was going to give Cory space, time to enjoy his vacation without a tag-a-long trailing behind him. The last thing I want is for Cory to feel like he needs to spend time with me because I’m Jason’s sister.

      I learned in high school that no one wants the annoying little sister trailing along behind them. Kent Germain was very thoughtful in pointing that out to me one fateful Friday night when I was getting ready to go hang out with Jason and his friends at Navy Pier. I overheard Kent telling Jimmy how annoying it was having me around all the time and how Jason told Kent he would never exclude me. Made me love my brother even more, but it also made me think about my actions. I’ve carried that thought process with me and after this morning, it hit me . . . is that what I was doing? Tagging along again?

      Probably.

      But I know Jason would never think about it that way. He was the one who encouraged me to come, to help me clear my mind and now that Dottie is my friend as well, it felt like I was joining everyone on equal terms. The conversation with Cory this morning struck a nerve—one I thought I’d completely buried—and it’s why I freaked out. Why I felt sour the entire snorkeling trip, and why it took a shirtless All-Star first baseman to get me out of my funk.

      Shirtless.

      Full-on bare torso.

      Nipples, abs, that V thing in the pelvis, it was all there, and oh God, did it make me break out with sweat on my upper lip.

      How I contained my composure during our friend-trip conversation, I have no idea, but watching him sit across from me, arm draped over the back of the bench seat, casually eating shrimp as if it’s an everyday activity for him . . . Hell, I had a really hard time not staring.

      It’s why I stayed at the front of the boat in the beginning, looking toward the ocean, because I knew at some point the tank top he was wearing that showed off his perfectly sculpted shoulders would be coming off and I’d catch a glimpse of what the man looked like under the uniform.

      He did not disappoint.

      Dare I say, it was almost Adonis like? We’re talking thick pecs with perfectly proportioned nipples, flat and tight from the breeze. Zero chest hair. None, zilch, all smooth skin. Abs. Boy, does he have abs. Divots in his stomach, perfectly defined divots that were begging, practically barking at me to touch them. And then the taper of his waist, the sculpted path in his hips, the flat base of his waistline that barely filled out his trunks, making me wonder if they were yanked, would his trunks fall completely off, exposing the goods? I would be the first to clap and cheer for that to happen.

      Halfway through our conversation, I realized, I’m a horndog.

      I was ogling the poor man while he was trying to make amends. He was blissfully unaware of how I acted like I was looking off to the side, but when I lowered my sunglasses back down, I was searching every last inch of his freshly tanned skin.

      Did you know ribs have muscles on them that can be defined by shredding and working out like a maniac? Neither did I until I saw Cory’s side.

      No wonder he’s one of the absolute best in the game, his name already stamped and ready to be voted on when it comes to the Baseball Hall of Fame. He’s a first-round pick for sure, and it’s because of his consistent hard work, which was showing this afternoon.

      After we joked around some more and he winked at me—oh God, he winked—I made an excuse to run to the bathroom and escape the magnificent view that is Cory Fucking Potter.

      Leaning forward, I splash some water on my face and then dry my skin with the hand towel, taking a few deep breaths. The entire day has been an emotional roller coaster and we still have some time left on this boat, some cruising with booze, and all I can think about is even after we’re done here, I have to go back to a hotel room with him.

      Staring into the mirror, I whisper, “You got this. He’s hot, yes, but hot means nothing. You’ve seen hot people before.”

      But hot and kind? That’s a deadly combination, one I’m not sure I can handle.

      “No,” I say. “You can handle this. You are to treat him as a friend and when you get back to the hotel, you’re going to find a man to make out with because you need to loosen up.” I shake my shoulders and blow out a long breath. “Loosen up. Loosen up.”

      It’s been a while since I’ve had sex . . . like a really long fucking time thanks to Ansel’s cheating—and you can bet I got tested immediately after I found out. Thankfully I’m clean. But now as I’m stuck on an island with probably the hottest guy I’ve ever laid eyes on, it’s doing funny things to my lady parts—like getting them inappropriately excited while playing cards, aching when he holds my hand under water, or twinging with need when he throws his head back and laughs.

      See, I need to get laid.

      Fluffing my hair, I take a deep breath, dig up some courage, and walk back to the top deck to join the girls where I sit next to Dottie.

      “Everything okay?” she asks.

      “Oh yup, everything is great. Just wonderful,” I say, my voice more high-pitched than I would prefer.

      And Dottie detects it.

      “Cory with his shirt off giving you some feelings?”

      I glance quickly at Milly who’s talking to Emory, both of them lost in their conversation. “Can you please keep your voice down? I really don’t need anyone knowing I find him attractive.”

      “Please, everyone on this boat, including the men, find Cory Potter attractive. No one would be surprised.”

      “Still, keep your voice down.”

      “Sure, now tell me what you two were talking about up on the top deck. We could hear you laughing from the ocean.”

      “Nothing much. Just that we’re going to treat this vacation as a friend-trip.”

      “What?” Dottie hisses. “You’re putting yourself in the friend zone?”

      “Firmly,” I say with a nod.

      “Why the hell would you do that? Have you lost your mind?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m thinking clearly. This is not up for discussion because I have a plan.”

      “You have a plan?” Dottie asks with cynicism. “What kind of a plan?”

      “A get Natalie laid plan.”

      “You want to get laid?” Dottie asks, louder than I appreciate, drawing the attention from Milly and Emory.

      “What’s this?” Emory asks, her cute belly starting to show. Not sure when she’s due, but what I do know is she’s one of the cutest pregnant ladies I’ve ever seen. “You want to get laid?”

      I feel my cheeks redden in embarrassment.

      “She does,” Dottie answers for me. “Apparently, she’s ready to shuck her pants on this vacation.”

      “Oh.” Emory rubs her hands together. “Who should we—” She pauses, and a giant smile crosses her face before she elbows Milly in the arm. “You should hook her up with your brother. They’re sharing a room already. God, how easy would it be to share a bed too?”

      From the corner of my panicked eye, I see Dottie’s face morph into what I can only describe as a smile the Grinch is famous for. “Oh yeah, you should hook her up with Cory.”

      If I could slam Dottie’s head against the side of the boat and get away with it, I would right about now. The temptation is real.

      Before Milly can say anything, I say, “No. Not Cory. Not my type.”

      Milly’s expression is unreadable while Emory’s brow pinches together in confusion. “Not your type?” she asks, surprised. “How on earth is he not your type? I’m pretty sure he’s Knox’s type.”

      Things I don’t want to happen: Milly knowing I actually have a crush on her brother because Lord knows, she’d tell him, and being questioned why he’s not my type, when in fact he’s so my type that it hurts to even look at him most of the time.

      “You know, maybe we change the subject. How about all those fish?” I ask. “What are they called? A school, right?”

      “Don’t distract us with colorful fish talk,” Dottie says, making me want to take back my blessing of her dating my brother. “Tell us why Cory isn’t your type.” God, she’s so evil.

      Clearing my throat, I play with the corner of my towel and say, “Well, you know, I’m . . . a . . . I’m partial to uh . . . you know . . .” I point my finger. “Just too many abs.”

      Nothing.

      Not one single word from the mouths of the three pair of eyes staring at me. Just the occasional shocked blink, as if what I said was the most ridiculous thing they’ve ever heard.

      Because it was.

      It really freaking was. Who doesn’t like abs? Whoever complains about a person having too many abs? Me . . . apparently.

      Finally, Emory asks, “Natalie, this might be a personal question, but have you ever had sex with someone who has abs like Cory’s?”

      I twist my hands together and say, “I’ve only ever had sex with Ansel.”

      The girls all gasp, even Milly. “What?” Emory whispers, looking around. “You’ve only had sex with one man?”

      “Well, we met in middle school, and we were together until we married. I never had a chance to explore other men.”

      “Did Ansel have abs?” Dottie asks, her voice a little softer, possibly more understanding.

      “Um, not really. His stomach was flat but there wasn’t any definition. He did have nice knuckles.”

      “Knuckles,” Emory deadpans. “He had nice . . . knuckles?” She snorts, before covering it up and shaking her head. “I’m sorry, but did you really say knuckles?”

      I laugh too, trying to assure the girls it’s okay to joke around me. I’m a fun person. “I mean, they made his hands look mature. It matters when he was all over me with them. Nothing like seeing a youthful hand on your thigh to kill the mood. Old-man knuckles is where it’s at.”

      “Oh God.” Dottie covers her mouth and laughs. “You’re kind of a freak and I like it. Okay, let’s be on the lookout for old-man knuckles for our friend here.” Dottie asks Milly, “Does Cory have old-man knuckles?”

      She shrugs. “No idea. I know he has knuckles, at least.”

      “Enough with the knuckles, we need to talk about having sex with a man with abs,” Emory says looking me straight in the eyes. “You need to know what it’s like to look down the man who’s driving his pelvis into you and see the flexing and contracting of his tight, perfectly defined abs. It’s positively the sexiest thing ever. Don’t you agree, ladies?”

      Given the expanse of sculpted and roped skin that sits only a few feet away, I can only imagine every girl sitting around me having a positive opinion on the matter. I glance behind me to take a quick look at the men sunbathing on the boat. The best bodies I’ve ever seen lined up in a row, neon bathing suit trunks spanning over their crotches, like a sign, pointing at their penises, telling exactly where to look next after you’ve gotten your fill of their corded torsos.

      Milly and Dottie both nod their heads at Emory’s question. “Abs aren’t everything,” Emory continues, “but let me tell you, they’re a very nice added bonus.” I shrug, as if it doesn’t matter to me. And it doesn’t, but I mean, if the guy has abs, I’m not going to ask him to put them away either.

      Stepping in, Dottie says, “Okay, so Cory is not your type.” She gives me a look, and I know she’s calling me out with her eyes about me being a liar. That’s fine, as long as she keeps using her eyes and not her mouth. “Let’s see if we can find someone on this island who will light up that dusty flower you have between your legs.”

      “Can you not call it dusty . . . or a flower for that matter?” Emory says with a disgusted look. “But I do like the idea of finding an island romance for her. There are a lot of employees at the resort we could flirt with.”

      I smile at the girls and say, “Or how about we spend our time here, sunbathing and relaxing?”

      “Or . . .” Dottie says with a smirk, “we can hook you up with Cory.”

      Good God, woman.

      “I like that idea too,” Emory adds.

      When we all look at Milly, she shrugs, but doesn’t say anything. Instead she picks up her drink and sips from it.

      Ten bucks says she relays this entire conversation to Cory before dinner tonight. Twenty bucks says that he’ll roll his eyes at his sister and say thanks, but no, thanks. Because Cory Fucking Potter doesn’t need any handouts. All he has to do is look a girl in the eyes, and they’ll be his for the night.
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        * * *

      

      “Think Jason will let me snuggle on him if I ask?” Cory says, coming up next to me at the back of the boat, where I’ve been sitting for the last half hour, taking in the vast array of clear water. The couples—as they will now be referred to as—are all at the front of the boat, lying on the mesh netting, snuggled up together. It was really cute, but also nauseating, so I went to the back to take in the wake we’re leaving in the ocean.  Totally riveting. Not. But it is peaceful, and that’s not a bad thing.

      “Pretty sure Jason would kick Dottie off the boat to have a chance to spoon with you.”

      A low rumble of a laugh shakes his chest. “Is it weird that I enjoy his man crush?”

      “It’s only weird if you give him blue balls and never give in to his outpouring of love toward you.”

      “Ah,” he hisses and leans back on the lounger next to me. “I wouldn’t ever give the man blue balls, just playing hard to get.”

      “He loves a challenge.” Leaning back as well, I say, “So tell me about Baltimore, what do you miss?”

      “Do you want to make me cry?”

      I tilt my head to the side to look at him. “Stop, you know you’re not going to cry.”

      “Nah.” He playfully shakes his head. “But I do still feel raw about the whole trade.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised. “You went through half a season with the team, and you’re about to start a new one.”

      “Exactly. And yet I don’t feel like I really mesh with any of the guys.” He leans toward me but keeps his body facing forward, and I catch a quick indent of his pecs, before I lift my eyes back to his. Thank God for sunglasses. “Baltimore was routine. I knew everything, everyone. I had my favorite places to go, no one bothered me, at least not that much, and I was able to live a somewhat normal life with friends and play the sport I love. I don’t know, being blindsided and sent to a team that lacks the moral integrity I’ve based my entire professional career over hasn’t felt right.”

      “You don’t feel like you can be yourself in Chicago, even though it’s where you’re from?”

      He lets out a long stream of air and says, “Yeah, I guess I don’t feel at home, even though technically I am home.”

      “I can relate to that, having your entire routine flipped upside down. It’s hard to start a new one, but you’ll get there.”

      I pause and study him, watching him determine whether our circumstances are actually similar. He looks at me with such depth and sincerity. Just don’t ask me about Ansel.

      “You get it, don’t you, Natalie? Takes time, yeah?”

      I nod, because my throat’s tight from holding in my grief. Sometimes it just hits me. I wasn’t enough for my husband. He pushes his hand through his hair, making the ends stick up in every direction.

      “There was this bagel place around the corner from my apartment. They had the best bagels I ever tasted. Crispy outside, chewy inside. It was rare that I would treat myself, but when I did, I’d get two, eat them in my car on the way to the stadium, and then hide the evidence, as if my nutritionist would inspect my car.”

      “Was your car ever inspected?”

      “No, or else they would find a few receipts for double bagel day in the console.”

      “Double bagel day?” I chuckle. “Is that what you called it?”

      He nods. “Oh yeah. It was a fucking treat for me. Once a month, I planned for it.”

      “Looks like you need to find a new bagel place. Have you tried Oliver’s?”

      “Yeah, good, but not as good as Geo’s in Baltimore. I don’t know if it was the stained, dirty tile that made the place so great, or the ripped wallpaper, but this place was fucking awesome. And they never paid attention to my celebrity status. They gave me what I desired and moved on to the next customer. I called their shop once after I was traded to see if they shipped bagels and they said no. So basically, I have a bagel-sized hole in my heart.”

      “How devastating,” I say, playing along. “It wouldn’t have been the same though if they shipped the bagel. The dirty tile and torn wallpaper wouldn’t have been there.”

      “Unless I asked them to ship a piece of their shop with the bagel, then I would get the full experience.”

      “Dirty tiles and bagels shipped together . . . doesn’t get better than that.”

      “I can taste the crispy bagel as we speak.” Growling in frustration, he points at me and says, “You owe me a trip to Baltimore for a bagel for bringing it up.”

      I reach for my phone and say, “Let me cue up my private jet, I’ll have you there in no time.”
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        CORY

      

      

      

      “You’re being weird.” I poke Milly in the arm while we sit at the bar waiting for everyone else to join us for dinner. “Feeling okay after the boat ride?”

      She nods. “Yeah, it’s just that”—she bites her lip and looks over her shoulder—“where’s Natalie?”

      “In the room getting ready. I thought giving her some space would be smart. Why?”

      Milly rarely has a hard time telling me anything, but she looks like she’s about to vomit with whatever’s sitting heavily on her heart.

      “Come on, Mills, what’s going on? You look pale.”

      “I just . . .” She takes a deep breath and says, “I think you should not focus on Natalie.”

      Ohhh-kay.

      “Well, we’re on a friend-trip right now. And I have zero plans of making a move on her because as we discussed, she’s in a different headspace than me. Why are you bringing this up? Did she say something?”

      Milly rests her hand on my forearm and says, “I know you, Cory, inside and out, and when you give in to your feelings, you’re all in. It’s hard for you to hold them back.”

      “Yeah, it’s why I’m trying to handle this situation with care and treat it as a friendship.”

      “Okay, I think that’s smart.”

      “Why? What did she say?” I ask, seeing there’s more to what Milly is saying.

      “I don’t want to upset you and honestly, I’m not quite sure if I believe what she said, but I figured I’d warn you anyway.”

      My pulse picks up. So Natalie did say something about me. From the pained look in Milly’s eyes, she’s treading with caution, probably because I’ve been against getting involved with anyone for so long, until Natalie came along. Not that it’s an option. I can see Milly trying to sugarcoat whatever she’s about to say.

      “Just get on with it, Mills.”

      “Okay, yeah, sorry. We were talking about Natalie needing to uh . . . get out there.” Milly wiggles her eyebrows and I catch her drift. Natalie is looking for those flings she talked about. Okay, that doesn’t make me feel ragey inside at all. Not one bit . . .

      “Emory suggested hooking up with you.”

      I frown. “Yeah, I don’t want a hookup.”

      “I know, and I wanted to say that, but I kept my mouth shut. But before anyone could say anything else, Natalie practically shouted that you’re not her type.”

      “Not her type?” Milly cringes even more, looking so apologetic it’s almost comical. So comical that I start to laugh. Really laugh, full-on belly laugh, folding over, hand-to-stomach.

      “What’s so funny?” She chuckles too, my laughter contagious. “Seriously, Cory.” She pushes at my shoulder. “What’s so funny?”

      “I don’t know, just seems like the way I’ve caught her checking me out here and there, I’m at least not dog trash to her.”

      Milly laughs a little louder and nods. “Yeah, I thought the same thing. I’ve seen her glances.”

      “Not her type.” I shake my head and laugh some more.

      “Yeah.” Milly’s voice lightens up. “She said she doesn’t like abs.”

      That makes me laugh even harder to the point of tears. “Oh shit. Who doesn’t like abs?”

      “Exactly. I thought it was weird, especially when she said she likes knuckles. Old-man knuckles.”

      I snort so hard I strain the back of my throat, as I grip the bar, the hilarity taking over. “Old-man knuckles? Oh fuck. That’s amazing.” I glance at my hands and flash them at Milly. “What do you think? Should I put my knuckles on display tonight and see what happens?”

      “Maybe rub one against her cheek, see if she orgasms.”

      “Ha.” I guffaw so loud we’re starting to gather attention. “Now that’s something. Orgasm by knuckle. I know what my new goal in life is.”

      “Hey,” Carson says, coming up next to us. “What’s so funny?”

      Milly and I exchange glances and then laugh again while shaking our heads. “Nothing you need to worry about, bro,” I say, standing from my seat at the bar and offering it to him so he can sit next to his wife.

      I grab my drink and give them a parting wave, chuckling the entire time.

      Not her type.

      Please.

      I’m not full of myself by any means, but I do know one thing for certain: Natalie can hide under those sunglasses all she wants, I still caught her checking me out. Not that it matters, but it’s nice to know that she’s avoiding me, even when the girls suggest she hook up with me.

      She’s holding on to the friend-trip. I like that. Shows she not like every other girl who’s tried to get with me.
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        * * *

      

      I grip the edge of the table and say, “Want to go for a walk?”

      Natalie rubs her stomach and blows out a long breath. “I think I need one after that pasta dish.”

      We’re both sitting at the vacated table, everyone already off to their rooms—hmm, wonder what they’re doing, thankfully we don’t share walls—and the sun has set. The beach and resort are lit with tiki torches, creating an island-living vibe. There’s a small breeze, and the temperature has cooled enough that we don’t need to walk around in a bathing suit to survive.

      The perfect evening for a stroll.

      Staring at her empty plate, I say, “I’m impressed you ate all of that.”

      She pats her stomach again and smiles at me. “No shame. If I have pasta belly tomorrow in a two-piece, everyone is going to have to deal with it.”

      “I’m sure no one will even notice,” I say, standing from my chair. And that’s because she’s fucking hot, and any skin that Natalie shows turns me on. “Ready?”

      She looks around and then asks, “Think there’s a forklift that can help me out of my chair?”

      I chuckle and offer my hand to help her up. I love how real she is with me. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a woman pat her stomach after a full meal, let alone ask for a forklift to help her out of her chair, but that’s what makes Natalie so unique. From the very first moment I talked to her, she hasn’t hidden who she is, which makes her an exceptional human I want to be around.

      After helping her up, I let her hand fall from mine even though in the back of my head, a part of me wishes I could keep holding on to it. We make our way down the steps, away from the restaurant and past the pool to a trail that leads through the native vegetation of the Caribbean.

      “Would you ever live on an island?” she asks, pushing past a palm tree, her long dress swishing along the leaves overtaking the path.

      “I don’t know,” I answer, sticking my hands in my pockets so I don’t do something like reach out and take hers. “It seems like a fantasy when we’re here on vacation, but I wonder if that fantasy would wear off if we actually lived on the island. Would we get annoyed with all the vacationers coming to get drunk and soak up our sun? Would we have island fever? Would we be able to live through the hurricanes and rising sea levels?”

      She studies me, blinks a few times, and then says, “Way to take the romance out of the idea.”

      I chuckle and tap the side of my head. “You have to think these things through. It’s how people wind up with vacation homes on islands and then are miserable.”

      “Name one person you know who has a vacation home on an island and is miserable.”

      “Umm . . .” I look at the dark night sky, appreciating the stars dotting the abyss. “Richard Branson?”

      “As in Sir Richard Branson?” she asks. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure he isn’t crying over his private island.”

      “Maybe he is.”

      “He’s not. Have you seen pictures of Necker Island? I keep telling Jason once we hit five million dollars in donations for The Lineup, he’s sending me on vacation there. It’s five thousand dollars a night, during the off season. And I know what you’re thinking, five thousand a night is pocket change to you.” Yup. “But to a girl who works for a non-profit, five thousand is a lot.”

      “Is that your dream vacation?”

      “One of them,” she answers as we cross a bridge that leads to the beach. We both bend and pull off our sandals, carrying them in our hands.

      “Where else do you want to go?” I ask.

      “The Amalfi Coast. It looks so gorgeous with the houses and buildings built on the side of a mountain. It’s one of those things I think you have to see in real life to gain an appreciation for the architecture.”

      I nod. “The Amalfi Coast is on my bucket list as well.”

      “Really?” she asks, a little surprised. “Why haven’t you gone yet? Not to be crass, but you have money, Cory.”

      “Yeah, I know.” I laugh and then shrug, sinking my feet deep into the sand with each step. “I haven’t gone on many vacations to be honest. When I was in Baltimore, I usually went back to Chicago during the off season.”

      “Why not travel?”

      “Because”—I sigh—“traveling isn’t much fun when you don’t have anyone to enjoy it with. I would always take my family on one vacation after the season, but those started to dwindle with everyone’s lives getting busier and busier.”

      “You want a travel partner.”

      Just a partner in general. Someone to share the burden of life with, someone to come home to who will let me fucking hold them and cuddle into their back after a rough game or day. The more I think about having someone like that in my life, the more I want it. Milly challenged my determined life plan of singleness until retirement, and now it’s like the floodgates have opened and it’s all I fucking think about.

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I guess it would have to be the right travel partner. When I went on vacation with Ansel, I always felt like I was dragging him out to do activities. He wanted to stay in the hotel and watch sports. He never wanted to experience anything.”

      I can feel the scowl take over my face and thankfully, it’s fairly dark so Natalie can’t see it, but I can’t hide the disdain in my voice. “Why go somewhere new if you’re just going to sit in the hotel and watch TV?” And why the hell didn’t he get off his ass and do what his wife wanted, for fuck’s sake? It’s what you do when you love a woman. Ansel is an ass.

      “It’s what he was comfortable with. Stepping outside of that comfort zone was very challenging for him. When we were in Hawaii a few years ago, I remember going on an ATV tour by myself because the Bobbies playoff game was on. Granted, I love the Bobbies—no offense,” she says from the side of her mouth, “but I wasn’t about to stay in the hotel room when there was a Jurassic Park tour I could go on.”

      “Oh shit, you did the Jurassic Park tour? Ever since I heard about it, I’ve wanted to go on it.”

      “It was amazing. Every second I thought T. rex was going to pop out of the bushes, making that horrendous sound. I had my ATV geared up and ready to take off with any shake of the ground I felt.”

      Laughing, I say, “I take it you didn’t run into good old Rexy?”

      “Unfortunately, no. Just his steaming piles of turd.” She chuckles wickedly and then asks, “What else is on your vacation bucket list?”

      “Besides Richard Branson’s private island?”

      “Yes, beside Sir Richard Branson’s private island.”

      I scratch the side of my jaw, mulling it over. “Uh, there are a few places. I really want to go on an African safari, take in the beauty of the animals in their natural habitat. I want to see a cheetah run at full speed. I can’t imagine an animal going sixty miles per hour, can you?”

      “I mean, I run at about forty miles per hour, so I can see it,” she jokes, and fuck if it doesn’t make me want to drape my arm over her shoulder, bring her into my chest, and kiss the top of her head. She’s wrecking me, one cute personality trait at a time.

      “Only forty? Man, that’s slow.”

      “Bullshit.” Her eyes widen when she turns to me, and then she starts laughing. “Have you ever seen that episode of The Office where there’s one of those police speed radars outside their parking lot? And they take turns seeing who can run the fastest? Michael started running while a car was passing and claimed he ran thirty-one miles per hour.”

      I stare blankly at her. “What’s ‘The Office’?”

      She stops mid-stride and her mouth practically falls to the ground. “You’re kidding, right? Please tell me you’re kidding? Michael Scott, Dwight . . . Pam . . . Jim.” Nothing. I stare. Swallowing, she whispers, “That’s what she said?”

      “Uh, what did who say?”

      Dramatically, she throws her arms up in the sky and says, “Ohhh . . . myyy . . . GOD, Cory!” Without another word, she takes me by the arm, right above my elbow, and guides me back up the trail to the resort, charging forward, her hair brushing against my skin from the wind and the pace we’re trekking at.

      “Uh, what are you doing?”

      “You’re going to watch The Office, right now.”

      “But weren’t we just saying you shouldn’t watch TV while on vacation?”

      “This is a life-or-death situation, Cory. Plus, it’s night. I’ll pop some popcorn, and we’ll have a marathon on the couch bed. It’s a form of relaxation. Plus, it’s not like we’re about to do water sports right now. We’re rectifying this monstrous situation.”

      “What if I don’t want to watch it?”

      She looks over her shoulder, smiling at me. “You don’t have a choice. We’re sharing a room, so you either watch it, or I have it on full blast while you’re trying to sleep. Take your pick.”

      Love her determination. “Do we get to have a special drink with the popcorn?”

      “What do you want?”

      “An old classic Coke. And can we also get some M&M’s to go in the popcorn? Milly has ruined me with the sweet and salty combination.”

      “Yes. But those are the only requests you get.”

      “Fucking brutal.” I laugh, as she guides me the rest of the way to our room.
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        * * *

      

      “I feel like I’m going to throw up, I’m so excited.” Natalie changed into her pajamas. This set is white with little red hearts all over them—super fucking adorable and short. Her hair is up in a bun, and her face is freshly washed, leaving a small tint of red where she scrubbed. She smells amazing from the quick rinse off she took in the shower, and her legs glisten under the dim lights from the lotion she applied.

      How do I know she applied lotion? Because she did it in the living room while filling me in on everything I need to know about The Office. Apparently, the first season is a short season and it’s a little rough around the edges, whereas season two is where things really pick up, so I’m not allowed to judge the show based off season one.

      It’s surprising I retained any of that after watching her hands smoothly run up and down her limber legs.

      I took a quick shower after that and you can imagine what I also did in the shower—ahem, jacked off—and then quickly washed my body before joining Natalie on the “couch bed.” She ordered M&M’s to be brought to the room along with two Cokes and some ice. The popcorn was popped by the time I got out of the shower, and the bowls were ready.

      Now that we’re both on the couch bed, pillows propping us up, her shoulder just inches from mine, I feel like I could throw up too, but for entirely different reasons.

      It feels like we’re having a slumber party, but a sexy slumber party, one where all I can think about is what bra and underwear she’s wearing under her pajama set. The fabric is almost see-through. Pretty sure when she was packing she wasn’t expecting to have to share a room with me. I feel bad for the girl because growing up with Milly, I know all she liked to do when she got home was shed her bra. Doesn’t look like Natalie has the gall to do that. Maybe because I’d be able to see her nipples clear as day through the fabric.

      Should I tell her not to worry, that I won’t stare for too long?

      Or is that crossing a line?

      Bowl of popcorn on my lap, I say, “You’re really beefing up the expectations here.”

      “Trust me, you won’t be disappointed. You’re about to enter into a new world and leave behind your old world that we will now call, B.O. Before Office.”

      “Or we don’t have to call it B.O.,” I say on a laugh.

      “No, I’m pretty sure we’re going to call it B.O.” She lifts the remote, turns on the TV, and goes to the Netflix login. She types in her username and password and then finds The Office immediately in her list. Before she starts the episode, she takes a dramatic, deep breath and says, “I really hope you like it.”

      She gives me a nervous look and then starts the episode. From that small, insecure glance, I’m going to like it no matter what because Natalie likes it. It seems to bring her joy. And what brings her joy . . . will bring me joy.

      The opening credits begin, and Natalie snuggles into the back of the couch, bringing her knees up to her chest. She reaches for the blankets but since I’m sitting on them, she can’t get under.

      “Hey, lift up and slip under. It’s chilly.”

      “Are you suggesting I get into bed with you, Natalie?” I give her a questioning lift of my brow, which causes her to playfully push my face away.

      “Get over yourself and get under the covers. No one likes cold toes.”

      She doesn’t have to ask me twice. I lift my ass and pull the covers down so we can both slip under them just in time for the show to start.

      At first, I’m not following anything that’s happening and it’s not because of the show, but more because I keep getting whiffs of Natalie’s lotion, even over the smell of the popcorn. And every time she shifts, my breath stills in my chest, wondering if her foot will graze my leg, if her arm will skim my tricep. But with every move she makes, she misses me by a few inches, driving me crazy with need.

      I tell myself we’re friends, to not want a small touch from her, but my body doesn’t listen as it heats up. Because with every moment I spend with her, I desire her more. And not just physically, although that need is extremely loud and persistent. How could it not be? But her sense of humor, her passion for life, her love of baseball, her strength of character, they’re things I want in my future partner. She is the embodiment of who I want, and I need to let that go. It’s not what she wants. It’s not . . . it’s not and will probably never be.

      “Oh God, I love him so much,” Natalie says after Michael Scott says something stupid. “I still can’t believe Steve Carell never won an Emmy for his role. He made Michael Scott into the loveable character that he is.”

      “Hmm?” I ask, my eyes trained on her lips.

      She glances at me, breaking me out of my trance. “Steve Carell, he never got an Emmy for his role.”

      “Oh, yeah, that sucks.” I grip the back of my neck, feeling my cheeks flame red with being caught staring at her.

      “I know you don’t believe me. Just give it a few episodes. This will be your favorite show of all time.”

      She shifts again, but this time, instead of missing my leg, or my shoulder, her hand connects briefly with my thigh before settling back down.

      That little touch, that tiny, itty-bitty graze of the back of her fingers, shoots my concentration for the rest of the episode. Hell, if this is how our nights are going to be spent, watching a show I don’t quite understand while sitting next to Natalie, then I’ll take it, because it means there’s a possibility that she might graze me again.

      Fuck . . . I’m so pathetic.
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        * * *

      

      “Cory.”

      “Hmm?” I mumble while snuggling in closer to my pillow. Fuck, it smells just like Natalie.

      “Cory.” Her voice comes louder, as if she’s speaking right into my ear.

      “What?” I garble out. “Go to breakfast without me.”

      We stayed up late last night watching the entire season one of The Office, and I’ll admit, once I was able to rid myself of the Natalie fog clawing at my brain, I focused on the show, and I actually started to enjoy it. Michael Scott is fucking funny and even though I think Jim is kind of a tool, I think he’s pretty funny too at times.

      Oh, note: Natalie did not like it when I called Jim a tool. I got a ten-minute lecture while the show was paused explaining why he’s not a tool, but it was a coded lecture because she was trying not to give away any spoilers. It was basically her mumbling, shouting, mumbling, shouting. Quite entertaining.

      I’m not sure when we passed out, but I want to say it was early in the morning when my eyes finally shut.

      “I can’t go to breakfast.”

      “Feeling sick?” I ask. “Pasta belly?”

      “No,” she says, her voice clearer than mine. “I have a baseball barnacle attached to me.” My pillow shifts and in a matter of seconds I realize I’m not holding a pillow, but I’m actually using Natalie’s torso as my personal pillow.

      “Oh shit,” I say, jackknifing off her and flinging myself to the other side of the couch bed. Unfortunately, I overestimate its width and tumble backward onto the floor, dragging the blankets with me. Swaddled in a cocoon of bedding, I push the covers away from my face to find Natalie staring down at me from the mattress, her hair propped on the side of her head, and a sleepy look in her eyes. And, even though she looks sleepy, her smile lights up her entire face.

      “Did my stomach bite you just now? I always wondered if it had a set of teeth of its own since I’m always hungry but wasn’t positive about it until just now.”

      Scrambling from under the covers but so tangled that it’s pointless to keep moving—I think I’m making it worse—I huff in frustration and say, “Fuck, I’m sorry. I didn’t . . . I wasn’t trying . . .” I drag my hand down my face and sigh. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why are you sorry? Do you think you stole my virtue? Are you nervous the elders are going to find out you slept on my stomach all night and make you marry me?”

      I pause, taking in her words, and then bust out in laughter, shaking my head. “The elders are a deep concern I have on a daily basis. I never want to disappoint them.”

      She lies flat on the mattress and props her chin up with her hands while looking down at me, her feet kicked up behind her. I swear to God, I can feel my heart lurching from her easy, carefree attitude she has around me. “Aren’t you a dutiful little page boy?”

      “Page boy?” I lift a brow.

      She shrugs. “Couldn’t think of anything else from that era.”

      “Uh . . . how about a knight?”

      She scrunches her nose and shakes her head. “A knight would never stumble out of bed and apologize for sleeping on my stomach. He would have grabbed my nightgown at the waist, twisted it in his fist and said—speaking in a deep voice—'Thanks for the pillow, wench,’ and then he would have left. You fumbled around like a page boy.”

      “So let me get this straight. You would have rather me almost tear your clothes off and call you a wench, than apologize for using you as my own personal pillow?”

      “Hmm”—she taps her chin and then looks down at me—“yeah.”

      I roll my eyes and chuckle, finally freeing myself of the blankets. “Women are fucking weird.”

      “Because we have the fantasy of being manhandled?” She sits up on the bed and crosses her legs under her. “It’s sometimes nice to feel like a delicate leaf in a man’s hands.”

      “A delicate leaf?” I scratch the top of my head and watch her eyes dip to my exposed waist for a second before they travel back up my body. Not your type . . . okay, Natalie.

      “You know, like we can be tossed around.” She smacks the side of her hip and continues, “Some of us have more junk in the trunk, you know, and it’s great to know that a man can handle it.”

      My brow creases. “You think you have junk in the trunk?”

      Her mouth falls flat and her eyes narrow as if to say get real. “Cory”—she stands and turns around—“look at this.” She points at her perfectly round butt that I’ve tried to avoid looking at ever since I saw it in her skimpy bikini on the boat. “There is extra fluff in there, and I know my thighs are never going to get any smaller no matter how hard I train. Heavy on the bottom, it’s how I roll. But, as a woman,” she says slowly, motioning with her hands, “at least for me, I sometimes feel . . . heavier, making it hard for a man to, you know . . . toss me around in bed. Or have me against a wall.” She shrugs. “It’s why sex with Ansel was always in the missionary position. I wasn’t toss-able.”

      Is she fucking kidding me right now?

      Anger heats up my ears and steams down my neck, leaving an uncomfortable numbing sensation roaring through my spine, making it impossible to feel my limbs that are tensing from the mere thought of this beautiful woman showing an ounce of insecurity about her body.

      Jaw clenched, I attempt to soothe the anger boiling inside me. Count to ten before you say anything, before you show her just how toss-able she is. But I itch to close the space between us, to lift her up by her waist and pin her against the wall, to let her feel what a real man can do. What would she do? Would she go with it? Push me away? Want to talk it out or congratulate me on my strength?

      Before I can find out, she says, “I’m getting ready for breakfast. Dibs on the shower.”

      She brushes past me, her shoulder gliding against my arm. And I’m twitching. Grab her, toss her on the bed, and bury your head between her legs. Do it, Potter. Show her how fucking sexy and toss-able she is. Show her that her bastard ex was so, so wrong.

      Yep. That’s what I want to do.

      But instead, I stay ramrod straight and say, “I’m going for a run.”

      “On vacation?” she calls from the bedroom. “Honestly . . . you baseball players.” And then she laughs. “Huh, maybe that’s why I have junk in the trunk. Oh well, Mama likes her relaxing time. Have fun sweating.” And then the bathroom door closes.

      I’m tense.

      I’m ready to fucking blow a gasket.

      I need to run off some of this fury.

      I make quick work of my shoes, don’t even bother with music, and take off toward the trails. My pace is grueling. I’m like a bull out of the gate, taking off with zero warmup as my heart beats uncontrollably.

      Not toss-able.

      What kind of relationship did Natalie have with this asshole? From what I’ve heard so far, he isn’t a winner, that’s for sure.

      How could he not want to toss her onto the bed, to push her against the wall, to lift her up and let her sink so far down on his cock that he felt like he touched heaven for a brief moment in time?

      Looks like he wasted an opportunity.

      His loss.

      I just wish it was my gain.
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        * * *

      

      Pool day.

      It’s what Jason keeps saying while pelvic thrusting the group, and I’m pretty sure he kissed Knox on the lips at one-point right after saying it. I didn’t quite catch the kiss, but I did see the punch to the arm after.

      Jason is a little much, quirky, but fuck, he’s a good time and quick with his tongue. The sparring between he and Dottie is unlike anything I’ve ever seen. What I love most is she gives it right back to him, never backing down. They could not be more perfect for each other.

      “Can you act like a grown-up?” Knox asks, sitting behind Emory on her lounger and pulling her into his chest.

      “He’s incapable of such behavior,” Dottie says, fixing her sunglasses on her head.

      “That’s not what you said last night,” Jason says, wiggling his eyebrows.

      Dottie ignores him and focuses on her sunbathing.

      Piping up from the pool, where she’s dipped under water to her shoulders, Natalie says, “Cory had never seen The Office until last night.”

      “What?” Carson asks from the pool as well, where Milly is hanging on his back. “What do you mean you’ve never seen The Office?”

      “Never watched it.”

      “He likes documentaries,” Milly says. “He binges them on Netflix.”

      “Documentaries are cool,” Carson says. “But seriously, The Office, man.”

      I cool him with a tamping of my hand. “We watched season one last night.” I leave out the part where I fell asleep on Natalie. “It was good. But I agree with Natalie, it’s a rough season, so I’m looking forward to season two.”

      “Season two is way better,” Emory says, while leaning back against Knox, who has his hands protectively splayed across her belly.

      “That’s what I told him and made him promise not to judge the show by season one.” Natalie floats away from the edge and treads water. “I’m going to make him watch more tonight.”

      “You act as if you have to threaten to pull off my toenails in order to force me to watch.”

      “I’m not opposed to it,” she says with a smile. “Wouldn’t hurt the world if you lost some of those daggers.”

      “What?” I sit up in my chair, smiling like a goof. I hold my foot up and say, “These are not daggers. Perfectly cut to a normal length.”

      “They snagged on the carpet last night,” she counters while flicking some water at me.

      “The carpet snagged on my toe, not the other way around.”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “I’m going to have to review the tapes but I’m telling you right now, it’s not looking in your favor.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Please, as if—”

      Jason clears his throat. I look around at our friends and see their eyes trained on us, stupid-as-shit grins on all their faces as Natalie and I volley banter back and forth. And then I see the concerned look on Milly’s face.

      Shit.

      Leaning back, I mutter, “It was the carpet.”
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        * * *

      

      “How hard is it to constantly calculate ten feet in distance in your head at all times?” Natalie asks from one side of the pool.

      Carson and Milly went back to their room. Dottie and Jason went to the ocean to try some snorkeling off the shore, and Knox and Emory rented a private cabana where I believe they’re currently getting a couple’s massage. Leaving Natalie and me alone in the pool, on pool day.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, reaching for my beer on the side of the pool.

      “Isn’t that what you’re doing?” she asks, adjusting the strap to her one-piece bathing suit.

      Apparently Milly isn’t the only one with a one-piece, but these bathing suits aren’t the things girls used to wear back in the day; they’re almost more scandalous than a two-piece. Which makes me sound really old. Natalie’s is red—again—and it’s cut really fucking low in the back and really fucking high in the front. There’s no doubt in my mind that the girl waxes from how high the bikini line goes. It almost looks like an old-school Baywatch swimsuit, but a little more revealing . . . if that’s possible. And what makes the whole “ensemble” even more tempting is the way she keeps dipping under the water and then slicking her honey-colored hair back . . . that and the impossibly hard nipples that keep poking through the fabric.

      I’ve kept myself close to the edge of the pool at all times so I can hide the hard-on I’ve been dealing with ever since I got in the pool.

      Trying to decipher her question, I ask, “Calculating ten feet? I’m not following.”

      She motions between the two of us. “Every time I move, you move, as if there’s a ten-foot wall between us and if we break that distance, you’ll disintegrate into dust.”

      Or I’d be encouraged by the heat building deep within my bones to pull you in close to my chest and show you what it’s like to be held by a real man.

      Laughing awkwardly, I say, “Oh, am I moving around too much for you?”

      “You just seem nervous.”

      Yeah, because your goddamn nipples are begging me to rip that bathing suit down and take them into my mouth.

      “I am nervous,” I say.

      “Are you?” she asks, concern in her eyes. “About what?”

      “I can’t stop thinking about it.” I take a deep breath. “Are Jim and Pam going to have a relationship?”

      Her face falls right before she splashes water in my face. “You’re an idiot.”

      “Were you hoping for something more profound?”

      “Maybe.” She swims to the edge, breaking the ten-foot rule I was subconsciously abiding by. “I was hoping that maybe you were about to tell me your biggest fears, concerns, any trauma you might be going through.”

      Personally, I’m not going through any trauma, but my cock sure is. It’s still hard, and it’s still begging me to make a move.

      “Sorry to disappoint. I’m pretty easygoing.”

      “Maybe a little too easygoing.” She eyes me and then turns quickly in the water, her finger pointing at me. “Tell me what you’re hiding.”

      “What?” I laugh, hoping she can’t see through the façade of nonchalance I’m sporting, noticing how bad I’m lusting after her. “I’m not hiding anything.”

      “Your eyes are shifty. Of course, you’re hiding something.”

      “And what exactly do you think I’m hiding?” I ask, scooting farther into the water to avoid her catching my current excitement down below.

      She studies me, almost as if she’s trying to peel a layer of skin off my face and truly see me. “Oh, you’re hiding something, Cory Potter, and I know exactly what it is.”

      “Tell me.”

      That stunning smile spreads across her face and she casually says, “You secretly have a sock fetish.”

      “What?” I burst out in laughter, not expecting that. “A sock fetish?”

      “Oh yeah,” she says dramatically, carrying out the oh in a deep voice. “You think I’m stupid enough not to see it?” She shakes her head. “I know it’s there; it’s why two of my socks have gone missing the last two nights. Explain that.”

      She’s so fucking ridiculous, the cute kind of ridiculous that’s amusing to be around.

      “Your socks are missing?” Where this even came from, I have no idea, but I’m going with it. “How do you think that’s my fault?” I point to my chest.

      “Easy, you’re the only other person in that hotel room.”

      “And yet the cleaning service comes in and out.”

      She shakes her head. “I go to bed with socks on, and I wake up with one missing. Unless someone is creeping into our room in the middle of the night, you’re the culprit.” She lifts her chin. “What do you do with them? Bring them to your nose and sniff them like they’re your precious?”

      I can’t even handle her right now.

      “Yup,” I deadpan. “You got me. I’ve been slipping under your covers at night, stealing one sock, and stuffing it into a secret compartment of my suitcase. When you’re in the shower, I pull them out and sniff them for long bouts, filtering your foot essence into my nose until I’m drunk with fungus.”

      “I knew it,” she says dramatically while slapping the water. “I knew you—” She stops and her eyes narrow on me. “Did you say . . . fungus?”

      I can’t hold back my smile as I slowly nod. “Yup.”

      “I don’t have fungus feet.”

      We both gently bounce up and down in the water. We’ve mostly got the pool to ourselves. “If you think I have the previously mentioned sock fetish, wouldn’t I be the expert on detecting fungus in socks?”

      “Or,” she counters with a grin, “you’re so caught up in the emotions of stealing a new sock, that you’re nose-blind to fungus.”

      “Pretty sure I know a stank foot when I smell one.”

      Her lips press tightly together, as if she’s trying to hold in a laugh. “Where did this conversation go wrong?”

      “I think you’re aware of that moment.” I take a sip of my beer, relaxing from the ease of our repartee.

      “Yeah.” She taps her chin, looking toward the sky. “I think it was when I claimed you were hiding something from me.”

      “Bingo.” I give her a giant grin.

      “Then where are my socks?”

      “Probably with the sheets. Beds eat socks, don’t you know that?”

      “Huh, that’s a strong possibility.”

      Bottle half lifted to my mouth, I say, “I’m glad me having a sock fetish was your first go-to answer rather than the obvious bed gobbling up your socks. Makes me feel really good.”

      “Hey.” She holds up her hands. “It’s an honest mistake.”

      “I’ll remember that.”
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        * * *

      

      I was wrong. It’s not a drag show or karaoke bingo, it’s disco bingo and I’m going to be honest, I’ve never seen anything like it.

      The place is packed. It’s an outdoor bar and grill that overlooks the ocean with limited seating. Luckily, we were able to secure a large table ahead of time, giving our party a great view of the dance floor, the bingo caller, and the ocean.

      We are easily the youngest crew in the area by at least ten years, and we’re talking my ten years, not the rest of the group’s. And we’re surrounded by regulars . . . regulars with a certain charm you only find on an island.

      My conversation with Natalie about living on an island floats to the forefront of my mind. If we lived here, this is what we’d be doing, enjoying bingo under the cheap strung lights that surround the covered patio. And we’d fucking love it as much as the people here.

      We are three games deep, our dinners have been consumed, and we’re waiting on our dessert. After losing once again, Jason gave up and pulled Dottie onto the dance floor where he’s been rubbing up against the local crowd with poor Dottie looking stiff as a board, only moving because Jason is literally shaking her hips for her.

      Knox and Emory left after one game because Emory wasn’t feeling well, which of course concerned Knox greatly. He went into ultra-protective mode, wanting to pick her up and carry her out to a taxi, but she swatted his hands away and demanded to walk herself. We checked in about five minutes ago, and she’s doing better now she’s in the air-conditioned room, and after having some electrolytes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone’s face pale as quickly as Knox’s did when Emory held her stomach and said she wasn’t feeling well. If I were in his position, I’d react the same exact way.

      Which leaves us at the table with Milly and Carson who are on the opposite end, speaking quietly to each other, not even paying attention to the game.

      Turning to Natalie, I say, “Have you noticed that we do these group things and end up being the only ones doing them?”

      “Yup.” She marks B-9 off on her board and then looks up. “But I guess it’s better than being back at home, staring at your wall.”

      “Is that how you spend your time? Staring at your wall?”

      She smirks. “For at least two hours a day.”

      “I-29,” the bingo caller announces while “Last Dance” by Donna Summer plays in the background. It’s the beginning where it feels like you’re walking through a meadow, gently running your fingers through the tall grass. But I can feel the buildup coming, and there’s no doubt in my mind that Jason is going to get his grove on with this song as well.

      The music pauses and then, the beat picks up and Natalie starts to shimmy at me and bobbing her head. “God, Donna Summer really nailed this one.”

      I nod to the dance floor. “Go cut a rug.”

      “Oh . . . nice try.” She gives me a get real look. “I’m not about to go dance with a bunch of people when I can easily dance in my seat and still beat you at bingo. You’re just trying to get the competition out of your way. I see right through you, Cory Potter.”

      “You are a highly suspicious person.”

      “You have to be with a brother like mine. He always tried to gain the upper hand in whatever we did. I had to be on my toes. Is that how it was with your brothers?”

      “Nah.” I shake my head. “Milly, on the other hand. She was a hellion. Maybe it’s a little sister thing.”

      “Oh, for sure it is. I always put Jason in his place whenever I can. Same with you and Milly?”

      “Yeah, she was the devil when it came to this bucket game we used to play after being in the cages. When picking up the balls, we took turns tossing them in from distances. She always won. Every fucking time.” I shake my head in humor. “I swear she practiced in her room by herself. It was insane the kind of shots she would make.”

      Natalie glances toward Milly and Carson. “She looks so innocent and sweet. I’m guessing that’s not entirely true.”

      “Sweet, yes. Innocent, no way in hell.”

      “Figured as much.” Natalie points over to Jason and asks, “Do you have moves like him? Look at his pelvis go. That’s really impressive.”

      “You like a fast pelvis?” I ask before I can stop myself, realizing how odd a question it is.

      But it doesn’t seem to affect Natalie, because she gives me a smooth once-over and then says, “Pelvis action matters. It’s not always about the size of the boat, but the motion of the ocean.” She elbows me playfully and asks, “What do you side more on? Size or motion.”

      I’m in the midst of taking a drink of beer when she asks, causing me to snort, which sends beer up the back of my throat and straight to my nose.

      I cough.

      I hack.

      She pats me on the back and asks if I’m okay.

      Jesus fuck, where did that come from?

      Her voice full of humor, she says, “From your reaction, I’m going to say neither.”

      That makes me cough even more.

      “Excuse me?”

      She shrugs casually and places one of her chips on N-56 once it’s called. “You seem so straight-laced.”

      “So?” I wipe my mouth with a napkin, tempted to blow my nose to get any beer remnants out of it.

      “So . . .” she drawls, “straight-laced makes me believe you’re . . . you know . . . missionary all the time, like Ansel. Nothing wrong with that. But just from your reaction, you know—”

      I hold my hand up, stopping her. She can’t be fucking serious. I am anything but straight-laced. Yeah, she might have caught me off guard with her question, because I honestly wasn’t expecting that, but that doesn’t mean I’m a vanilla fuck.

      I lean forward so she can hear me over the music. Talking directly into her ear, I say, “Firstly, you caught me off guard by your question, and that’s why I choked on my beer. Secondly, I’m nothing like Ansel, in many ways, including only fucking missionary.” From the corner of my eye, I see her chest rise and fall more rapidly. “And lastly, with me, the size of the boat is extraordinary, and the motion is mind-blowing. Don’t underestimate the nice guy because this ‘nice guy’ could toss you around the bedroom easily.”

      I pull away and watch as her eyes fall quickly to my mouth.

      Her lips part.

      Her hand falls to her chest.

      I bet if I glanced down, her nipples would be hard.

      Fuck yes, this girl’s responsive.

      “One key lime pie and one molten chocolate lava cake,” the waitress says as she sets the desserts in front of us. We lean back suddenly.

      Natalie swallows hard and points at our desserts. “Uh, she gave you my pie.”

      Keeping my eyes trained on her, I move the pie in front of her, accidentally knocking her board so the chips shift, and then take my cake.

      She doesn’t look away, but instead holds my gaze while the music changes to “Rock the Boat.” How fucking fitting. She must hear the song the same time I do because her face reddens and she turns away, a smirk playing at her lips.

      Picking up her fork, she takes a bite of her pie, and I watch as she closes her eyes and savors the flavors on her tongue. Her head tilts back slightly as she makes the softest moaning sound. It’s almost inaudible over the loud music, but I hear it from how close I’m sitting.

      I watch closely as her lips move along the tines of the fork slowly, as she pulls it out of her mouth, as her mouth works back and forth, chewing, and then how her neck moves with her swallow. It’s erotic and sexy, and I want to lean over and lick the column of her neck to her jaw and then to her lips where I can taste the tart lime flavor on her lips.

      “You should try this,” she says, pulling me out of my trance and catching me staring. Her cheeks blush. “Is there something on my face?”

      I shake my head slowly, still staring at her. My eyes falling to her lips again.

      “Do you want to try some?” she asks, her voice changing to something less nervous and more . . . seductive.

      From the drop in her tone, the rest of the restaurant fades away, the music and bingo caller become muffled background noise while my heart thrums in my ears.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      It’s a steady staccato filling my brain with need, as if each beat is urging me to move closer and closer to her.

      She leans in and her words fall past her lips like sweet molasses. “Do you?”

      I lick my lips, feeling the heat build between us, heat that sparks and lights the air around us. There’s no doubt in my mind if someone from the outside was watching us right now, they’d see chemistry, they’d see the restraint to hold myself back from taking her in my arms.

      Keeping my eyes on hers, I nod.

      She scoops up some pie on her fork and brings it to my mouth. “Open,” she whispers and I oblige, this entire moment feeling so goddamn surreal that I need to remind myself our friends are only a few feet away.

      She slides the fork into my mouth and I close my lips around it while she pulls out, leaving the tart pie on my tongue and fuck, it is good.

      I chew and swallow before licking my lips for any remnants.

      “Good, right?” she asks, our faces only a foot away from each other.

      “Really fucking good.”

      She looks down at my plate and then back at me. “Are you going to offer me some of yours? Or are you going to be rude?”

      I smile as my heart hammers away, filling my body with excitement and nerves.

      “If you wanted the chocolate,” I say slowly, “you should have asked for it.” And then I lean back, take my fork, and dig in, leaving her gobsmacked and humored at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you didn’t share any of your dessert with me,” Natalie calls out from the bathroom, where she’s getting ready for the night.

      LIVING THE BOBBIE LIFE - Potter spotted in St. Croix on a boat with Knox Gentry and Carson Stone. Clinking beers, laughing, and having the time of his life. Fans are wondering, why is he vacationing with the enemy when he could have been getting to know his teammates the other night at Maddox Paige’s charity event? Missed opportunity in our minds . . . or was it a deliberate act of disrespecting the Rebel’s brotherhood?

      I set my phone on the table next to the bed and take a deep breath.

      I can’t go to an event I don’t fucking know about.

      And why the fuck is Jason not in any of these pictures? Not that I want him dragged under the bus, but the media is making it seem like I’m the only new Rebel hanging out with Knox and Carson.

      Grateful I’ve already brushed my teeth, gone to the bathroom, and changed into a pair of shorts, I try to take calming breaths. I didn’t bother with a shirt tonight because frankly, it’s been annoying to sleep with.

      After our brief, intimate exchange in the restaurant, Natalie and I have been pretty distant. Mildly joking and teasing each other, but we’ve kept our distance. I don’t even know what came over me. Maybe it was the size of the boat taunt, or the disco lights that made me feel like I was high, but either way, I got one look at Natalie eating pie and I was a fucking goner. I couldn’t control myself. I needed to be closer, I needed to prove to her that I wasn’t like Ansel, that I wasn’t vanilla, and if she ever did give me a chance, I would blow her goddamn mind.

      But all that did was make me want her more. It’s why I went for another run when we got back. I blamed it on the calorie intake when Natalie looked at me weirdly, but I had to run off the pent-up energy within me. The gym was empty at nine o’clock at night—imagine that—so I made quick work of the treadmill and then came back to the room where I showered and got ready for bed, but not before Natalie pinned me with a stare and told me we were watching a few episodes of The Office tonight.

      That’s why I’m sitting on the couch bed, stretched out with two stacked pillows behind me, waiting for Natalie to appear from the bathroom. The TV is ready, the sheets are pulled back for her to slip under, and I’m comfortable . . . until she walks into the room.

      Motherfuck.

      What. Is. That?

      Okay, remember how I said her shirt and short pajamas were sexy?

      I was misinformed.

      Natalie’s walking toward me, wearing a thin, pink satin nightgown that hits her just above her knees. The thin strips show off her delicate shoulders and collarbone, while the neckline dips just above her ample cleavage. And from the way her breasts are shaped under the fabric, she’s not wearing a bra.

      Where the hell has that been all vacation?

      I’ve seen her in revealing bathing suits, but those suits have nothing on this nightgown, because even though it covers her, it creates a yearning I feel deep in my groin.

      “Are you going to say sorry?” she asks, crawling into the bed.

      “Err, what?” I ask, blinking a few times.

      “Apologize, for hogging all the chocolate. That was rather rude of you, Cory Potter.”

      She’s acting so casually, as if she’s not short-circuiting my mind right now. Does she know what she’s doing to me? Can she see the tension she put in my shoulders, the way my fists are gripping the sheets, or the firm clench of my jaw? Does she not realize her slipping into this bed, wearing that nightgown, smelling like flowers, is making me so goddamn hard that I’m having a hard time finding my breath? Does she really have no fucking clue how unbelievably sexy she is? Is this another remnant of her dick of an ex? That she doesn’t know she’s sexy?

      “Uh . . . yeah, I ate it all,” I say awkwardly.

      She laughs and picks up the remote. “I know, I watched you in horror.” She positions herself closer to my body but doesn’t quite make it all the way to touch me. I can feel the heat of her skin on mine. “And what’s with the no shirt? Don’t you usually have a T-shirt on when we go to bed?”

      Don’t you usually have cute pajamas on rather than a sexy-as-hell nightgown?

      “Hot.” I clear my throat, my eyes focused forward. “It’s been hot lately.”

      “Oh, okay. Do you want me to get you some water?”

      “Nope. Good.” When did I start sounding like a goddamn caveman?

      Probably the minute Natalie walked into the living room wearing nothing but silk over her delicious body. Does she even have underwear on underneath?

      Shit, I never should have thought about that because now my fingers are aching to find out. Her thigh is so close, that all I’d have to do is run my hand up her silky skin to her hipbone. That’s all it would take. What would she do if I touched her? If I held my breath, turned toward her, and lowered her fully on the mattress? Would she welcome it? Push me away? Wrap her legs around my waist and start grinding into my painfully hard cock? Stroke my blue balls, take them into her mouth, soothe them?

      “Are you sure you don’t want some water?” she asks, looking at me from the side. “You look . . . different.”

      “Good. I’m good,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Okay.” She starts the show and shifts on the bed so her foot grazes my leg. The smallest touch sends fire through my veins and pools at the base of my cock. “Oh, sorry about that. You’re so big and this couch bed is smaller than I thought.”

      You don’t have to fucking tell me twice. It feels like I’m sharing a twin bed again.

      “I’m going to apologize in advance if I fall asleep again. Just keep watching.”

      “We don’t have to—”

      Her hand falls to my thigh and I swear to Christ himself, I can feel precum at the tip of my dick. From the simple touch of her hand to my thigh. I’m a fucking pathetic mess. “No, I want to.”

      Want to what?

      My brain is so muddled, so fuzzy, I can’t concentrate on a damn thing that’s happening other than the fact that Natalie’s hand is on my thigh and she’s sitting an inch away from me, her body heat causing me to break out in a sweat.

      Clearing my throat, I say, “Okay.”

      And then the show starts playing, but the hell if I know what’s going on. Nope, my concentration is shot as my cock throbs beneath the blankets of the bed. I glance down at my crotch, praying the blankets are covering me up and they are. I’m tempted to get up, to run to the bathroom and quickly rub one out, because I know all it will take is a few pumps with the image of Natalie’s hard nipples in my mind. But I’d have to walk around the bed, in front of the TV to get to the bathroom, meaning . . . she would see everything.

      I’m so hard, so fucking ready, that I’m pretty sure my dick is pushing past the waistline of my shorts.

      And the pain gets worse with every shift she makes on the bed. The sheets rub against me, the mattress dips. It’s the smallest of movements, but they’re lighting me up, bunching my nerves together, making me almost feel weightless as I try to control my breathing, making it sound normal, not like I’m about to come in my goddamn shorts with little to no friction.

      Can you tell it’s been a long time since I’ve had sex? I’m not celibate by any means, but I’m also very careful and selective given my profession, so I end up home alone with my hand more than I care to admit.

      Having Natalie here, sharing a bed, wearing that nightgown, smelling like a goddess, it’s firing off all the synapses in my head, shooting all rational thoughts straight to my cock—who is terrible at making decisions. My brain is in an epic battle with my cock. He wants nothing more than to spread Natalie’s legs and run his smooth head along her clit, just something, anything to relieve the pain billowing at the base, while my head is reminding me over and over again that I don’t want to be a rebound. That I don’t want to be a fling.

      Not with this girl.

      Natalie laughs next to me and I force myself to chuckle as well, even though I have no idea what’s going on.

      And that’s how it goes for the next hour, me trying to pay attention, Natalie laughing here and there, the sound so sexy and throaty it drives me even more crazy. Her laughs start to slow down and I feel her turn to the side, her back toward me, her ass lightly grazing my thigh.

      I lift my fist to my mouth and bite down, counting to twenty, trying to calm my racing heart. Either she’s wearing a thong or no underwear at all. Those are the two options from the way I can easily feel the curve of one cheek brush against my outer thigh. Just one shift—that’s all I would have to do—just one shift of my body, turning her into the little spoon, my hand spreading over her stomach, slipping under her nightgown, pinching those tight nipples. I’d rock my dick against her ass, let her feel how hard she’s made me, how desperate I am for her to spread her legs for me.

      I stifle a groan.

      Is she asleep? Fuck, please let her be asleep. I look around her shoulder. Her eyes aren’t on the TV but closed while her face rests on the pillow.

      Finally.

      As stealth as I can be, I lift myself from the bed and take a quick look at my crotch. There’s a wet spot on my shorts, my cock is jutting out as if it’s ready for a duel, and my legs are weak beneath me as I shuffle like a goddamn idiot to the bathroom, trying to keep my back toward Natalie the whole time just in case.

      I flip on the shower, strip down, and make my way into the stall where I quickly grip my cock. One hand to the tile, not caring that the water is still cold, I pump my hand up and down, gripping the base tightly and then dragging my hand up to the tip. The precum more than sufficient lube.

      “Ah, fuck,” I mutter, breathing heavily.

      I’m right there. This is so embarrassing, but I’m right fucking there, at the precipice. The muscles in my back bunch as my lungs heave. Pleasure courses through my spine, tumbling down until it hits the base, coiling deep in my balls. I swell in my hand, my balls tighten, and I turn my mouth into my bicep where I groan loudly, as I come so fucking hard it nearly knocks me to my knees.

      As I watch my come get washed away by the water, my hand still lightly pumping over my cock, I think that even though my body just shook with such a powerful orgasm, I don’t feel even five percent sated.

      My body knows what it wants and my hand is not going to cut it, not if I’m going to survive this trip with a cock still attached to my body. But what’s the alternative? The sexy-as-fuck woman in the next room doesn’t want me. And there’s nothing I can do about it. But suffer.
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      “I masturbated today.”

      “Um . . . well, hello to you too,” Monica says over the phone. “That’s one way to start a conversation.”

      Lying on the bed in the bedroom, I press my hand to my forehead and look toward the ceiling fan. “Monica, it’s bad. It’s really fucking bad.”

      “Cory getting to you?”

      “Yes. And I can’t seem to control myself. Two nights ago, I wore a nightgown in front of him, the one you packed for me. The just in case nightgown.”

      “You did? Oh shit, and nothing happened?”

      “No,” I groan again, closing my eyes. “I mean, granted, I’m not a seductress at all, and for all I know, Cory Potter doesn’t find me attractive in the least, but I was desperate. We had a moment.”

      “You had a moment . . .” she drawls out. “Explain the moment.”

      “Well, leading up to the moment, I’ve been unable to control myself. You know, the classic staring and fantasy dreaming while lying out by the pool. The fantasies are so vivid sometimes that I startle awake, thinking he’s actually touching me, only to find palm leaves grazing my arm.”

      “Oh my God.” Monica snorts and then apologizes. “I’m sorry, go on.”

      “Emory planned for us to go to disco bingo and of course, everyone coupled up leaving me with Cory.”

      “What a hardship,” Monica says sarcastically.

      “It is when you’re hard up and want nothing more than for the man to pin you against the wall and claim your mouth as his.”

      “Okay, okay, so you have fantasies.”

      “So many, Monica. It’s painful. Anyway, we were having fun, joking around like we have been and then our desserts came and something happened between us. I could feel his eyes on me as I took my first bite.”

      “Oh God, did you make it sexual?”

      I bite down on the tip of my finger and then say, “I did.”

      She laughs into the phone. “You’re so mean. Did you slide the fork out really slowly?”

      “So slowly I thought it was stuck on my lip at one point.” She laughs some more. “His eyes did not leave my mouth, so I asked him if he wanted a bite. He nodded and I gave him a piece, well, I fed him a piece from my fork.”

      “Hot.”

      “I know, right? It was a moment. So when we got back to the hotel, I was thinking, this might be it. I saw the way he was looking at me, and maybe he has a love affair with key lime pie for all I know, but I thought I’d test things out.”

      “You pulled out the nightgown.”

      I nod even though she can’t see me. “I did.”

      “And . . .”

      “And nothing. I mean . . . nothing. I even rubbed against him a little, grazed my foot along his leg, pressed my hand to his thigh. Nothing.”

      “Wow.”

      “I know. Granted, we were watching The Office, but I mean, come on, it was the perfect moment. We were both lying in bed, all he had to do was roll over and I was his. My body was thrumming, aching, begging him to touch me. It was maddening. It went on for so long that I finally gave up and went to sleep. The next morning, I have no idea if he slept in the same bed or not because he was out of the room before I even woke up. We spent the day by the ocean with the group. The guys played football, I watched Cory’s muscle work under the sun, and finally when I got the chance to be alone in the room, I took care of the ache I’ve been feeling. But it wasn’t good enough. It was barely satisfying.” I let out a long sigh and say, “I don’t think I can do this much longer. The sexual tension building in me is at an all-time high. I am legit sexually frustrated.”

      “Then just go bang some guy. Get it out of your system.”

      “I don’t think I have that in me. And where would I bang him? In the room I share with Cory?”

      “No . . . in a closet or something. Be creative. At least just have some guy stick his fingers in you. You can’t do it yourself, you need someone to remove the buildup, and if Cory isn’t man enough to do it, then I’m sure someone at the resort is.”

      “I don’t think it has to do with if he’s man enough, I think . . .” I choke back the emotion building up in my throat. “I think it’s me.”

      “Bullshit.” Monica’s voice booms over the phone. “I know I’m your best friend and we expect each other to pump the other up, but I am going to tell you straight-up facts. No sugarcoating it. You are beautiful. You are a goddamn catch. Yes, you have an ass and your thighs are something to grip on to, but your breasts are unfairly high and perky, and I’ve seen your nipples. What I wouldn’t give for your nipples. You’re a bombshell, Nat, and if Cory can’t see that, it’s his loss.”

      “I wish it wasn’t his loss,” I say quietly.

      “I know, but don’t let this stop you from having fun. So he’s not interested. Fine. Thank you, next, as Ariana would say. Move on. Your job tonight, when you’re all hanging out at the bar, is to flirt with someone else, get another guy to take you back to his room, or at least behind a palm tree. You don’t need much privacy for a classic finger fuck.”

      “Have I ever told you how ladylike you are?”

      “Not nearly enough.”
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        * * *

      

      “Damn, Natalie,” Dottie says coming up to me. “You look gorgeous.”

      “Thank you,” I say, smoothing down my red, flared dress. My tits are out for the world to see, barely contained in the tight spaghetti-strap top, my waist is on fire with how the dress gives me an hourglass shape, and the hem of the dress touches right above my knees. I’m wearing black lace underwear rather than a thong, because I know one twirl in this dress will expose my backside to the entire resort. I want to look hot, not slutty.

      I spent time curling my shoulder-length hair only to brush it out and piece it with my favorite texture spray, giving me the sexy, beach-wave look. I coated on the mascara and put on my favorite red lipstick. When I looked in the mirror, I knew I’d stepped it up, and even though my goal is talk to other men tonight, I can’t help but hope Cory takes one look at me and drags me back to our room.

      A girl can only dream.

      Taking in Dottie’s yellow, form-fitting dress, I say, “You look hot. Jason see you yet?”

      “Begged me not to leave the room. He’s still back there, hoping I change my mind.”

      “Ridiculous. Does he plan on joining us?”

      “Yes, but I think he’s going to pout for a little while longer.” Dottie looks over her shoulder and then whispers. “Has Cory seen you in this outfit?”

      I shake my head. “No, I have no idea where he is. But that doesn’t matter, because I’m going to talk to other men tonight. That conference let out. There should be some single men milling about, someone who wants to go hang out in a closet and do some naughty things.”

      “A closet?” Dottie cringes. “Have a little more class than that.”

      I lean in and say, “It’s been months. I will scrunch my body into a seedy bathroom on a rickety boat if that means I find a release.” I glance over my shoulder too and say, “Trust me when I say, the tension in my room is at an all-time high. I need something to distract me tonight.”

      “Really?” she asks. “That bad?”

      “Awful.”

      I answer just as the rest of the gang, including Jason and Cory walk up to us. All the guys are decked out in what I like to call party shirts. Button-up shirts that men only seem to wear when they’re on a tropical vacation. Palm leaves, hibiscus flowers, bright patterns, you know what I’m talking about. Jason decided to wear leopard print and his shorts match. It’s a whole ensemble and for some weird reason, he’s able to pull it off. Cory’s shirt is black with little white flowers and green leaves. It’s not as ostentatious as the other shirts, but is still bold, and of course it works for him with his black shorts.

      “Ready?” Emory asks. “I’ve been craving a Shirley Temple all day.”

      Knox brings her temple to his mouth where he places a small kiss and then leads the way. Carson and Milly follow behind, then Jason and Dottie, leaving me of course with Cory.

      Cory, who doesn’t make eye contact with me.

      Not that I put in a lot of effort to my outfit today, or that I spent a nice amount of time doing my hair and makeup, or that I made sure every last part of me was shaved and lotioned. Nope, didn’t spend any time at all . . .

      Read the man, Natalie. He. Isn’t. Into. You.

      Me dressed up doesn’t even rate on his radar. I know he’s way out of my league, but it would be nice to feel noticed tonight.

      We reach the restaurant and take seats around the large wooden bar, but instead of sitting next to Cory, I fall to the end where Dottie is saddling up next to Jason. We order our drinks, Dottie and I opt for the beach cocktail special, while Jason surprisingly gets a beer.

      Once the bartender starts making our drinks, Jason turns to me and motions up and down at my outfit. “That’s revealing. Looking to be swarmed tonight?”

      “She wants to have sex in a closet,” Dottie says.

      “Excuse me?” Jason’s eyes widen. “The hell you are.”

      Thanks a lot, Dottie.

      “I’m not going to have sex in a closet,” I reassure him. Not if I hang out with my brother the entire night. “I wouldn’t mind mingling though.”

      “Oh?” Jason raises a brow. “Do I even want to know?”

      “I think it’s best that you play naïve in this moment.”

      “Right.” He nods. “My baby sister isn’t on the prowl for dick, she’s just looking to see if anyone wants to have a tea party with her.”

      “Oh, I like that.” Dottie wiggles her eyebrows at Jason. “Want to have a tea party later tonight?”

      Jason slowly looks Dottie up and down, adding an eyebrow wiggle when he meets her eyes. “You have no choice but to drink some of my tea when we get back to our room.”

      “Ew, okay, too far, Jason.”

      He chuckles and picks up his beer that the bartender set down. “Any idea what you’re looking for?”

      Brown hair, blue eyes, kind personality, abs for days, and smells like heaven. Any Cory lookalikes in the vicinity?

      I shrug. “Not really, just someone who might catch my eye.”

      “Looks like we have many men to choose from, so let’s keep our eyes peeled.”

      The bartender sets our drinks down as well, and I pick mine up and take a sip. The pineapple is quite strong but it’s quickly smoothed over by a light cherry flavor and a hint of rum. Okay, I can get on board with this cocktail.

      Jason is telling Dottie about how comfortable his ensemble is while I look around the bar, scanning the area. The conference has definitely let out because there are more people here than normal. A lot of the attendees like to get off the resort because they need a change of scenery, so it’s not terrible, but there seems to be a good mix and some very good-looking guys.

      My gaze follows down the bar where I spot Cory, sitting closely to Carson, deep in conversation. Cory uses his hands to demonstrate something while Carson nods and I can’t help but stare at the man’s forearms, how they’re weaved and roped with muscle. Thick and corded, they’re some of the nicest forearms I’ve ever seen with just a sprinkling of hair, nothing that will startle you into thinking he’s wearing a sweater.

      What really has my stomach twisting in knots though is how comfortable he seems, more comfortable than I’ve seen him in the last two days. Is it because he finally shed me and can have conversations he’s actually interested in? Because I’m not around?

      Insecurities overwhelm me as I think about the other night, how I idiotically thought to try and seduce him . . . with The Office. It was an epic fail, brought on by a misunderstanding at the restaurant. I truly thought he was interested, but when we got back to our room, I was hit with reality again. He’s just a nice guy.

      It’s fine. I’m fine. I’m going to find a guy tonight, and it will be all okay. We have one more night after this, so might as well test my flirting with someone I will most likely never see again. Vacation fling, here I come.

      “I’m going to walk around,” I say to Jason and Dottie who both smile at me.

      Dottie pinches my butt as I stand and says, “Knock them dead, girl.” She winks and gives me the encouragement I need.

      Drink in hand, skirt flattened, I take a deep breath and start to make my way around the bar. I’ve never done this before, just walked up to a stranger and started talking without there being common ground. When at fundraising events for The Lineup, I have no problem talking to strangers, but that’s because I have something solid to talk about. It’s work; it’s easy.

      This is different.

      How do I approach someone without looking desperate and needy for attention?

      If only there was dance music, I could twerk up to them with my full ass and give them a show. That’s one way to do it.

      One unsophisticated way.

      Nerves claw at my stomach, making my drink less than desirable right now. If only Monica was here, she’d be able to help me. She’d be the perfect wing-woman. I walk around the space, sticking close to the bar, trying to scout out the males in the room. There’s someone—

      “What are you drinking?”

      I quickly turn around to find a very attractive man with black hair slightly combed back with gel, deep brown eyes, so dark I can’t decipher between his pupil and his iris, and a linen shirt clinging to his broad shoulders. He has a lovely smile and is a few inches taller than I am. Perfect candidate.

      Thank God, he approached me.

      I tack on a smile and say, “Beach cocktail.” I glance at his tumbler and say, “Let me guess”—I make a show of looking him up and down—“you’re drinking a gremlin.”

      “What?” He laughs and shakes his head. “Aren’t those green?”

      Leaning close, I say, “I really have no idea. It was the first thing that came to my mind though.”

      He swirls his drink and says, “Vodka and tonic.”

      I snap my finger in disappointment. “That was my second guess. I wavered between the two.”

      We’re standing near the bar, but on the other side where my group is so if I look over his shoulder, I can still see my people, just in case I need to squeeze away quickly.

      The man with the beautiful eyes and long eyelashes casually leans his elbow on the bar and holds out his other arm while saying, “Nicholas, and you are?”

      To be honest, I find walking up to men a hard thing to do, but Nicholas has made it quite easy. Not only did he start the conversation, but he hasn’t looked down at my chest once. That’s impressive.

      I take his hand in mine and give it a quick shake. “Natalie.”

      He smirks and says, “Nicholas and Natalie, it has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it?”

      I push my hair behind my ear. “It does, easy to monogram things.”

      “Our monogrammed throw pillows would make people jealous.”

      “Easily.” I chuckle and take a sip of my drink. “So Nicholas, are you part of the conference that’s been going on?” I ask, just as my eyes shift to the side, falling briefly on Cory who has his eyes trained on me. Carson is still talking, but instead of being involved in the conversation like last time, Cory’s attention is zeroing in on my conversation. Eyes dark, brows narrowed, he looks like he’s about to chuck his beer bottle across the bar.

      “Everything okay?” Nicholas asks, getting in my line of sight.

      Shit.

      Clearing my throat and shaking all Cory thoughts out of my head, I say, “Yes, sorry. For a second, I thought I forgot to turn off my curling iron,” I lie.

      He chuckles and says, “Thank God, you didn’t. Isn’t that how Rachel Green burned down the apartment?”

      My eyes widen in surprise and I correct him. “It was a straightener.”

      “Ah, that’s right.”

      “I’m impressed though that you brought up Friends.” He coyly takes a sip of his drink, so I ask, “What brings you to this lovely resort again?”

      “Are you paying attention this time?” I smirk and nod. “Good. I’m here with the conference. I’m the owner of the business everyone is buzzing about.”

      “And that business would be . . .”

      “Ah, you’re not a part of the conference?”

      I shake my head. “Nope, just poor vacation timing. Although, I must say, it hasn’t been bad. I think this is the first night where it truly seems packed.”

      “Yeah, I think conference attendees are starting to get tired. I don’t blame them though. Talking about software for eight hours straight each day for a week is grueling.”

      “Software, huh? Fascinating.”

      He pokes me playfully in the side. “Why do I feel like you’re being sarcastic when you say that?”

      “Maybe because I am?” I try to give him my best smile and it works, because he laughs and then sits up from the bar.

      He nods toward the balcony and says, “Care to join me outside, where it’s less noisy?”

      “That would be great,” I say.

      He lends out his arm and I take it, feeling like a lady for the first time in a long time. Nicholas seems polished, sophisticated, and successful. Not to mention, he’s handsome and smells like an expensive man. This might have been a very, very good idea after all.

      As I pass the bar, I catch Cory’s gaze one more time, his eyes tracking me over his shoulder until we pass them, and even though I shouldn’t feel guilty, not even in the slightest, there’s a tiny sliver deep within my bones that’s making me question if I’m making the right move.

      Should I be over by Cory instead, trying to make awkward conversation with him? Talking about The Office, asking him if he’s going to be ready for the season when we return home, if he wants me to find him a new bagel place? Spending yet another night wishing I was the woman Cory wanted . . . if only for a night? Wishing he’d touch me because he couldn’t keep his hands off me? Wishing he’d kiss me like I’ve never been kissed before?

      No.

      I mentally shake my head. We’re friends—if that—nothing more.

      Nicholas is the perfect distraction, just what I need for tonight. And who knows, if I’m lucky, maybe he’ll take me back to his hotel room, because from the Rolex that’s staring back at me, I’m guessing Nicholas isn’t a broom closet guy.
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      Milly: Are you okay?

      I stare at my phone, gripping it so tightly that I’m positive I might pop the front right off.

      Reportedly, Potter is being paid to suck so the Bobbies have a better chance at staying Chicago’s better team.

      The article I read when I got back to the hotel room was the icing on top of the shit cake tonight. But oddly, it’s not the reason I’m about to crush my phone in the palm of my hand.

      No, it’s the girl with the caramel-colored hair, gorgeous smile, and perfect ass.

      It’s ten o’clock, Natalie left the bar two hours ago, and has yet to let anyone know where she is. Yeah, I’ve been keeping track. Why?

      Because the minute I saw her in the siren-red dress, I knew there was going to be trouble tonight . . . trouble for me.

      She looked so goddamn beautiful that I felt my heart stutter stop when I caught sight of her. My breath escaped my lungs, and all I could think about was the red of her lipstick sliding over my aching cock . . . over and over and over again.

      It’s why I chose to sit opposite her at the bar, why I didn’t talk to her, because I knew if I did, I would have said something I’d regret later. But funnily enough, I’m regretting not saying anything to her now, not sitting next to her, not asking if she wants to go sit in a private corner, share an appetizer with me, and just fucking talk.

      There’s so much more I want to know about her, so many things I want to find out like how she takes her coffee in the morning, does she prefer deep-dish, what was her favorite childhood memory? I want to know anything and everything about her and instead of taking the opportunity to do so, I balked, hid, and now she’s off with some other guy doing who knows what. No. Not who knows what. I saw him. I saw him approach her, watched as his eyes traveled up and down her delicious body. He wasn’t the only guy; he was just the first guy who made it to her. Who stole her attention. So I know exactly what that douche would be doing with Natalie. Because she’s so fucking sexy, so fucking gorgeous.

      “Fuck,” I yell, pulling on my hair for the thousandth time. Wearing only a pair of shorts, I’ve been pacing our hotel room for the past hour, trying to figure out how to handle these catastrophic emotions. I catch a glimpse of my hair in the mirror and if I wasn’t so distraught and nauseous, I’d laugh at the guy in the reflection. Hair twisted and pulled in all different directions, I look like a defeated male, ready to do anything to get the girl.

      Funnily enough, that’s how I feel too.

      I type back a response to Milly.

      Cory: I’m wearing out the rug of the hotel room.

      Thankfully she texts back right away.

      Milly: Do you want to come to our room?

      Cory: No. I don’t want you two to have to deal with my shitty attitude. Who knows what I might do or say?

      Milly: Still haven’t heard anything from her?

      Cory: Why would I? It’s not like we’re holding each other accountable, or need to check in. We’re just sharing a hotel room. But hell, Milly, I swear to fuck if she doesn’t come back tonight, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      Milly: I thought you were trying to avoid her.

      Cory: It’s not working. I want her . . . bad. I’m losing my damn mind over here while she’s out with Mr. Suave. Fuck, Milly, I really think I might punch my hand through the wall.

      Milly: I’m coming over.

      Cory: No, don’t. Please. Just stay with Carson. I’ll be fine.

      Milly: I’m worried about you.

      Cory: I know you are.

      Just then, a rustling sound falls on the other side of the door followed by a softly spoken “fuck.” My heart plummets in my chest, banging against my ribs, sending me into a full-blown panic.

      She’s here.

      I type as fast as I can.

      Cory: I think she’s back.

      Just as I hit send, the door opens and I look over my shoulder to see her stop in the doorway when she spots me.

      Hand to her chest, she chuckles and says, “Oh, you startled me. I thought you’d be in bed or something.”

      Her words are wasted on my ears as I take her in, analyze her appearance. Dress isn’t wrinkled, hair is as smooth as it was when I first saw her, maybe wilted a little from the humidity, and her lipstick, untouched.

      Fucking hell . . . maybe she didn’t do anything with the bastard.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, setting her key and phone on the countertop of the small kitchenette. “Your hair looks crazy.”

      I try to steady my breathing and the swift rise and fall of my bare chest.

      I try to tamp down my racing pulse, which is causing my heart to beat so rapidly that I think it might climb out of me.

      And I try to draw my eyes off her. But I can’t look away, not when she looks so goddamn beautiful, eyes wide, question in her brow, a blush to her cheek.

      Swallowing down the nerves bubbling at the base of my throat, I ask, “Good night?”

      She shrugs with one shoulder, staring at her shoes. “It was nice.”

      Nice . . . as opposed to . . .

      Have nights been “nice” with me?

      Whose time did she enjoy more?

      I guess the one thing I have over this other dude is she’s standing in my hotel room and not his. That realization helps unclog the ball of anger in my throat so I can quietly ask, “Want to watch some Office?”

      She looks up at me through her impossibly long eyelashes. She blinks once, twice, and then says, “Let me get ready for bed; you get it set up.”

      I nod and we both start to move around in the room, a heaviness filling the air, clogging up the vents, making the heat spike within my body. And just as she’s about to walk past me to get to the bathroom, I grab her hand to stop her. Her surprised eyes glance up at me, and I don’t know why I stopped her, what I want to say, all I know is that I’m so fucking grateful she’s here and not with some random guy tonight.

      “I never told you how beautiful you look tonight,” I say, the words falling past my lips with ease, even though they cause my stomach to ratchet up with unease.

      Her red lips part, her eyes search mine.

      “Th-thank you,” she says, her voice catching in her throat right before she takes a step away and heads into the bathroom.

      Once the click of the door sounds through the room, I push both my hands through my hair and blow out a nervous breath.

      Fuck, what am I doing?

      I feel so out of control, unsure of what my body is going to do next, what my mouth is going to say. I can feel myself tumbling down a hill with no end in sight, leaving this constricting feeling in my chest, as if there’s a balloon pressing against my chest cavity, and every time Natalie walks into the room, it inflates more and more, making it harder and harder to breathe.

      On the edge of losing it, I pick up my phone and text Milly again.

      Cory: I feel like I can’t breathe when she’s around. I’m losing all self-control. I don’t think I can avoid her much longer.

      Milly: What happened? Where is she?

      Cory: Bathroom. She said her evening was nice. She looked untouched. Fuck, Mills, I can’t take this much longer. Almost the last night and I’ve lost all restraint.

      Milly: Then just give in.

      I shake my head even though she can’t see me.

      Cory: I can’t. She wants a fling. I can’t give her that. She’s freshly divorced. I can’t ask her to jump into a relationship.

      Milly: Is that what you want? A relationship?

      Cory: Fuck yes. Mills, this girl . . . fuck, she’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. She’s fun, makes me laugh, doesn’t mind making fun of herself, and she’s at her prettiest right before bed, no makeup, face pink from scrubbing, hair piled on top of her head, loose strands hanging by her neck. She . . . she fucking makes me lose my breath.

      Milly: Oh my God, Cory. My heart is hammering in my chest.

      Cory: Mine too.

      Milly: Maybe talk to her?

      Cory: If only it were that simple.

      I pick up the remote to the TV and turn on Netflix, plugging in my membership ID and password. Once it’s booted up, I cue the episode we’re on and then turn back to my phone.

      Milly: I hate hearing you like this. I want to do something. What can I do?

      Cory: Nothing, Mills. I love you, but nothing.

      Milly: You’re breaking my heart, Cory. Just go after her.

      Cory: I’m too fucking terrified. What happens when I get the one taste of her I’ve been craving and she turns around, gives me a thumbs up, and walks away? I won’t be able to handle that. Two more nights left, I can do this.

      I press send just as Natalie walks out of the bathroom. Her dress neatly folded in her hands, her heart pajamas draped on her body, and her hair pulled back, face fresh.

      Fucking hell.

      She’s all I want.

      She sets her things down and then stands tall, looking timid and shy as if she doesn’t quite know how to approach me. I don’t blame her. When she walked into the hotel room, I looked like I was about to punch my head through the wall, then I tell her she’s beautiful, and now I can’t take my eyes off her. She must think I’m a goddamn maniac.

      “Do you want a drink or something?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “I’m good.”

      “Okay.” I go to our couch bed, as Natalie has officially named it, and turn down the blankets. “Want to get in?”

      She nods quietly and walks over to the bed where she plugs her phone into the charger on “her side” and then slips under the covers.

      Heart hammering in my chest, so fucking happy that she’s here right now, but knowing I can’t do anything about it, I join her and press play on the remote.

      We both sit there, stiffly straight, not crossing over on each other’s side, but well aware of one another’s proximity. What I wouldn’t pay right now to figure out what she’s thinking. Does she want to be here, watching The Office with me? Does she wish she was still hanging out with Mr. Linen Shirt? Does she want to reach over and hold my hand?

      Hating every second that ticks by with my breath caught in my throat, I try to focus on the show, but I can barely hear it over the pounding of my heart. I want her so fucking bad, I might combust.

      Breathe in, breathe out.

      Focus on—

      She shifts.

      She turns toward me, and I feel like my throat is seizing as I try not to look at what she’s doing or where she ends up. I keep my eyes trained on the TV, my heart hammering so hard.

      She scoots closer and from the corner of my eye, I see her hesitate until she takes a deep breath, and scoots even closer only to lift my arm and drape it over her shoulder as she closes the space between us.

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      My body lights up like a million Christmas lights are streaming through my veins, setting them off into a frenzy. My limbs turn numb as her soft hair brushes against my bare arm, her close proximity leaving me uneasy and excited simultaneously.

      We both sit there, me stiff as a goddamn pole, her trying to curl into me. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t know how to react and she must sense it, because I feel her shoulders sag as she starts to push away. “I’m sorry,” she quietly says and begins to scoot, but not before I catch her arm again.

      Her surprised face looks back at me from over her shoulder, her full bottom lip barely parted from her equally full upper lip. Her eyes search mine but I have nothing to say. Instead, I tug her back into the position she just vacated, and I dig deep within the courage of my desperate heart to not only pull her next to me, but to casually drape my arm over her shoulder, drawing little circles on her arm.

      It's a simple touch, nothing sexual, nothing to call a best friend about. It’s more friendly than anything, but it’s more than we’ve ever done and for tonight, it’s enough. For tonight, I can go to sleep a happy man knowing the girl I can’t seem to get out of my head is spending one more night in my bed. But this time, she’s finally in my arms. Where I want her to stay.
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      “Good morning,” I say, smiling back at Cory who just sat up from bed. The covers fall off his bare chest and if I didn’t know he was wearing shorts under the covers, I’d think he was naked from how low they ride on his carved hips.

      Cutely, he presses his palm to his eye and smiles back at me. “Good morning,” he says in a groggy but happy voice. He gives me a quick once-over. “Headed to the pool?”

      I pull together the white coverup I’m wearing over my yellow two-piece and slip on my sandals. “Breakfast by the pool. Emory got us all a big cabana.” I smirk. “Didn’t you read your itinerary?”

      “Barely.” He rubs his eye again and then lifts his arms over his head to stretch.

      Shamelessly I take in the expanse of his exposed skin, the way his muscles flatten out when stretching, but then bunch together when he’s back to normal. He, by far, has the best body I’ve ever seen, and I was curled up next to that body last night. Strong and firm, he held me throughout the show until we both passed out. He didn’t snuggle me, but I felt his warmth through the whole night, something I’ve been craving since we first entered this room. Well, in some ways, I’ve been craving that for about nine months. Being held. Feeling safe. Things I’ve missed so very much.

      Last night, with Nicholas, was just as I described it with Cory . . . nice. We talked, we joked, we smirked at each other, but as it got later and later, I kept wondering what Cory might be thinking. What he was doing. I told Nicholas I needed to change out of my dress because I was uncomfortable. I was supposed to meet him on the beach to share a few more drinks. But the minute I walked into the hotel room and saw Cory looking distressed and pained, I knew there was no way I could leave the room again. Not when it seemed like he had been pulling on his hair for the last two hours. I sent a quick text to Nicholas when I got into the room and told him I needed a rain check. A rain check I don’t plan on cashing in on.

      Last night felt monumental, even though it was the smallest of victories.

      While getting ready for bed, I decided to take one more shot at “making a move” because if he looked that upset when I was gone, I knew there had to be a reason, even if it meant he’d never say what it was. So when I was in the bathroom, I told myself I was going to curl into him.

      God, the nerves that rushed through me when I got into the bed. Fear pricked at the back of my neck while my stomach rolled like a tidal wave, almost stopping me from lifting his arm. But after finding courage and instigating positive self-talk, once I’d lifted his arm and draped it over my shoulder, I went from victory to insecurity. In seconds.

      He was stiff.

      He couldn’t have reacted any worse and I realized, this wasn’t going to happen. He must have been upset about something else. I felt like crying, which is why I went to get up, muttered an apology, and was planning my escape into the bathroom.

      That was until Cory grabbed me by the arm and brought me back into his embrace, where he held me, stroked my shoulder, and let me revel in his hold.

      Like I said, such a small victory, but so monumental because as I stare down at his sleepy face, I can’t help but notice a different air about him, almost like he’s relieved.

      “Are you leaving now?” he asks, throwing the sheets to the side and standing from the bed.

      “Uh . . .” Eyes up, Natalie. Eyes. Up. “Yeah, I’m starving. Apparently, it’s family style and food is about to be served. I can wait for you though, if you’re quick.”

      “Nah, head down and I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay.” I give him a small smile, as we don’t talk about the elephant in the room. “I’ll see you down there.”

      I go to walk away, but he stops me in the kitchenette, his brawny chest right in front of me. I have to tilt my head back to look him in the eyes and when I do, he smiles at me—the cutest freaking smile I’ve ever seen—and then he slowly wraps his arms around me, pulling me into a hug.

      He’s warm and hard, but soft at the same time. It melts me, makes me feel gooey, and sets off this inner schoolgirl reaction of screaming desperately with excitement. Internally.

      Lowering his mouth to my ear, he says, “Save me some bacon,” and then he releases me and takes off toward the bathroom, leaving me breathless and incapable of processing anything that’s happening. All I know is Cory Potter has no problem touching me. I could die a happy woman.
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, what the hell is going on?” Dottie asks from the corner of her mouth.

      “What are you talking about?” I adjust my bikini bottoms and angle my body away from the boys, hoping to block them out of what I’m sure will be a conversation about Cory.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about.” Dottie faces me as well, and we both prop our heads up with our hands. “You and Cory keep exchanging these knowing glances, and you’ve both lost the semi-scowl you’ve been wearing for the past few days.” She pokes me in the boob. “Did something happen between you two last night?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “I mean . . .” I think about it and then shake my head. “No.”

      “Wait.” She sits a little taller. “Why did you have to think about it?”

      “Can you lower your voice, please, and act cool? I can’t have you freaking out with Cory just a few feet away.”

      She lies flat and looks toward the sky, arms straight at her side. “Oh God, something did happen.” She clutches her chest. “My black heart can’t take this.” She flips to her side again, making a show out of nothing. “What happened?”

      “You’re going to be sadly disappointed when I tell you. You’re too extra right now.”

      “Just tell me.” She pokes me in the boob again.

      I poke her back.

      She pokes me.

      I poke her harder.

      “Hey.” Her eyes shoot open. “That hurt.”

      “You started it.”

      “Why are you two poking each other in the boob?” Jason asks, sitting up on the lounger, curling into Dottie, who quickly sheds him away like week-old skin.

      “Get out of here. This is girl talk.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jason says, clinging to the edge of the lounge, dodging Dottie’s legs that are trying to lodge him onto the concrete of the pool deck. “If anyone is good at girl talk, it’s me. You both know that. Now what’s the problem?”

      “There is no problem and there is no girl talk; there’s nothing to say.”

      “What’s going on over here?” Cory asks, sitting on my lounge chair at the very end. I feel my entire body go ramrod straight when his hand connects with my ankle.

      Together, Dottie, Jason, and I all follow the path from my hip down past my knee, to my ankle where Cory is gripping me, not a worry or care on his face.

      And that’s when Dottie looks back at me and a giant smile crosses her face.

      Oh God.

      Please don’t make a big deal about this.

      Please don’t embarrass me.

      Please don’t—

      “Dude, you’re touching my sister,” Jason says, causing me to groan and shrink into my lounge chair.

      “Gross. Does she have cooties?” Cory asks, quickly picking up his hand and wiping it on his swim trunks.

      Of course, Jason thinks this is the funniest thing ever and laughs far too hard for such a juvenile comment. The entire time, Dottie keeps her eyes on me, boring holes into my soul. Silently chastising me for not spitting out whatever I was going to say faster.

      “Oh fuck.” Jason wipes under his eyes and laughs while saying, “Cooties.”

      “Glad to see your boyfriend has matured,” I say to Dottie.

      “He’s your brother.”

      I point to my chest. “I don’t have a choice. You do.”

      Her mouth pulls at the side and then she shrugs. “He has a really big cock.”

      “Oh . . . come . . . on,” I groan, causing Dottie to laugh out loud. “Too far, Dottie.”

      Jason doesn’t seem to mind as he leans over Dottie’s body and kisses her on the lips. “Thanks, Daddy.”

      “Don’t call me that in public . . . or private.”

      Jason laughs some more, apparently feeling the mimosas he had this morning.

      In the midst of Jason’s giggles, Cory nudges my leg and says, “Heading down to the beach, want to come?”

      “Yes,” I say out of sheer desperation. “Anything to get me away from these two.”

      I stand from my lounge chair, take off my cover-up, and leave my belongings by my chair, including my sandals. Speaking to Dottie, I say, “I’m trusting you to not leave my stuff by itself. You owe me after that penis comment.”

      She chuckles and winks. “Got you covered, girl.”

      I follow Cory down the path toward the beach and breathe out a sigh of relief. “God, that was disturbing in so many ways. I almost pictured my brother’s penis.”

      “Surprised you haven’t seen it given the popularity of the towel picture that floats around on the Internet.”

      “Yeah, I avoid all pictures of Jason on the Internet at this point. He’s done a few too many shirtless, almost pants-less photo shoots. The boy has no shame.” I glance at Cory and ask, “Does Milly have to avoid the Internet where you’re concerned as well?”

      “Are you telling me you haven’t searched me on Google Image yet?”

      “I have better things to do with my time,” I say, fluffing my hair.

      “Like what? Bust my balls?”

      “Of course.”

      He lightly chuckles and holds the gate to the beach open for me. I brush past him, taking in his unique scent on the way. It’s clean, fresh, but also has this alpha-male note to it that makes my body shiver with anticipation.

      “So what are your plans for your last day on the island?” he asks.

      “Hang out, relax, try to avoid Jason and Dottie as much as I can.”

      “I can help out with that.” He walks over to the beach hut, retrieves two towels and water bottles, and brings them back to me in a smooth jog. At least I think it was smooth. Not sure if my mind slowed him down or if he was really that flawless, but I will tell you this. The way his pecs bounced up and down will be imprinted in my mind for a very long time.

      “Let’s go over there,” he says, pointing to an empty space on the beach.

      “Looks great. I’ve been wanting—”

      “Natalie.”

      Oh shit.

      I stop dead in my tracks when I see Nicholas walk up to us in nothing but a pair of blue Speedos. His body is impeccable, not as great as Cory’s of course, but pretty amazing for someone who codes software all day. And uh . . . his Speedos seem to be quite full as well.

      I feel Cory stand straighter next to me, and I can only imagine what’s going on in his head. Oh God. Does Cory think I slept with Nicholas? Is that why he was reluctant to let me lean in for a cuddle? Does he think I came from one man’s bed to his? Shit. Shit. How do I fix that?

      I give him a curt wave and say, “Uh, hey Nicholas.” I glance around the beach. “Surprised to see you out here. Shouldn’t you be in the conference?”

      “Was hoping to catch you.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Playing hooky.”

      Oh God, this could not be more awkward.

      “Oh, daredevil,” I answer, unsure what to say. Nicholas glances at Cory and then does a double take. “Oh sorry, uh, Nicholas, this is my friend, Cory Potter.”

      “Holy shit, Cory Potter.” He chuckles and lends out his hand. “As I live and breathe. Dude, your 2017 stats still make me weep.”

      Cory shakes his hand, plasters on a smile, and politely says, “Thanks, man. I appreciate that.”

      “Rebels lucked out acquiring you. Can’t wait to see how you lead the team this year.” And this is exactly why I had a nice time with Nicholas last night. He’s a genuine guy. Very polite, very interested in the conversation. I’m actually surprised he’s single.

      “Thank you. Yeah, hoping for a good year. Preseason starts for me when I get home.”

      “I’m sure you’re hitting the gym and the cages.” He turns back to me and as if Cory isn’t here, he says, “I was hoping you’d come back out last night, but I understand the rain check. Are you busy tonight?”

      For the first time in my adult life, I feel a bead of sweat trickle down my back. This entire conversation is incredibly awkward and uncomfortable. How do I possibly tell him, umm . . . hoping I’m not, but never know because the guy next to me is so hot and cold, I can’t tell what he’s thinking or what he’s about to do, so possibly, but not.

      “I’ll, uh, give you guys a moment,” Cory says, heading to the spot he pointed out and from the droop in his shoulders, I feel like I just cheated on him, even though that’s not possible, since we’re not together. He’s only held me by the shoulders and given me one hug, and yet I want to fling myself at Cory and tell him, I choose him, every day I choose him.

      Very dramatic, I know. But I swear, the emotions I’ve been feeling this entire vacation rival the emotional roller coaster of a classic soap opera.

      When Cory is out of earshot, Nicholas says, “What do you say? I know of this great restaurant a few miles from the hotel with fantastic oysters.”

      Oh God, I feel awful. Really terrible actually, because I hate making people feel bad, but at this moment, looking at these two men, there is no doubt in my mind who I want to spend my last night on the island with, and it’s not the man in the Speedos, despite how impressive he looks in it.

      Putting on my big girl pants, I say, “That sounds really wonderful, Nicholas. Unfortunately, I told my friends I’d spend the night with them. I’m really sorry. I feel awful.”

      His smile doesn’t falter as he nods his head and then leans forward. “Yeah, I didn’t think I had a chance on Cory Potter, but thought I’d ask.” He steps up and gives me a hug. It’s brief, but Cory catches it, and I see a flash of pain cross over his face before he looks away. Does that mean he’s interested in me? Or do I tell Nicholas that Cory’s my brother’s teammate? No. That will mean explaining who my brother is. Crap. I hate lying.

      “Ah, Cory’s just a friend, Nicholas. We’re here with three siblings and friends.” The words come out strong, but I don’t sound very convincing.

      “In that case, enjoy your night with your friends. It was great meeting you, Natalie. If you’re ever in California, you have my number.”

      “Thank you. Have a safe trip home.” I give him a short wave and then quickly make my way to Cory, who’s using a short stick to dig a hole in the sand.

      Both towels are laid out and I take the one next to him, bumping into his shoulder when I sit down.

      He glances at me, but his smile is gone. Shit, did I mess this up again? He was so warm, now I’m unsure what he’s feeling. If only I could read the thoughts running through his head that make his face look so pensive.

      “Thanks for the water,” I say, trying to break the silence.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      He clears his throat and looks back at Nicholas. If he thinks I slept with Nicholas last night, does he think I took Nicholas up on his invitation? I need to make things quite clear. “I . . . uh . . . turned him down.”

      “Yeah?” Cory asks, still looking at the sand.

      “Yeah, I want to spend my last night on the island with someone else.”

      He twists his head ever so slightly so I catch half his face. “Who’s that?”

      I bump his shoulder again. “I think you know.”

      He gives me a short smirk and turns back to the sand. After a few brief pauses of silence, he says, “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure,” I answer, trying not to get worked up over what he might ask me, but with this man, I never know.

      “Last night, were you coming back to the room for the night, or did you have plans to meet Nicholas again?”

      I should have known it wasn’t going to be an easy question.

      Deciding to be truthful, I say, “I wasn’t really sure what I was going to do. I went back to the room to change. I was supposed to meet Nicholas at the beach for more drinks, but when I got back to the room . . . I didn’t want to leave.”

      He turns his full attention to me again and asks, “Why?”

      “Because.” I bite my bottom lip. His eyes fall to my mouth and then back up to meet my gaze. “I . . . I took one look at you and knew where I wanted to be.” There, I said it, in a roundabout way, but I put it out there.

      But he doesn’t respond. He nods his head and then leans back on his hands, looking toward the ocean.

      Oh-kay.

      He’s not going to respond to that?

      From his silence, I’m guessing not.

      Don’t get frustrated. It won’t do you any good. He seems like a slow mover and that’s fine. I can move slow, at least that’s what I try to convince myself.
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      The door beeps and unlocks, and on a shaky hand, I push it open and hold the door for Natalie as she gently pushes past me, her arm grazing mine. It’s subtle, but when you tally up the different ways she’s brushed against me, touched me, or even briefly clung to my arm, it feels like the smallest of touches is going to make me explode.

      Today was . . . fuck, it was awesome.

      There was no plan. We were allowed to be lazy, do whatever we wanted, and because it was our last day on vacation, and everyone else coupled up and did their own thing after our brunch, I didn’t mind pulling Natalie to the beach. We didn’t see everyone else until dinner.

      I spent my day watching her laugh and smile under the sun, enjoying her silent company as we lay in a cabana and got massages. It felt like we had known each other for more than just a few months, as if we’ve been lifelong friends simply spending a day together.

      I had a lot of fucking fun and now that we’re calling it a night, way after the sun has gone down, way after our friends retreated, I’m fucking nervous again. Our entire day has been so easy, but it almost feels like the minute we step into these four confining walls, something is supposed to happen, as if we owe it to the room. As if we owe it to each other.

      Despite the fucking phenomenal day, I still don’t think I can give her what she wants, and I don’t think she can give me what I want.

      And that’s what it comes down to: we’re both compatible, but in different phases of our life. The timing couldn’t have been any worse.

      Well, that’s not true: she could still be married. At least I don’t have the guilt of talking to another man’s wife this time. I just have to deal with the fact that the other man ruined my chance.

      “Are we watching The Office? One more time?” she asks, twirling around to address me while walking backward.

      She’s wearing the cutest fucking sundress that plays against her beautiful tan and clings to her breasts like a lifeline. I’ve been staring at them all night it feels, memorizing the shape and wondering how heavy they’d feel in my palms. She also kept her makeup simple with some mascara, showing me the real her. Which, fuck . . . she’s captured me, big time. I’m a sucker for her face, for her smile, for her laugh.

      “Can’t imagine doing anything else on our last night,” I reply. That’s a lie. I could imagine a whole lot of things we could do tonight.

      “Awesome. Let me get changed and brush my teeth.”

      “Cool, yeah. I’ll grab my toothbrush and get ready out here.”

      We spend the next few minutes getting ready for bed. I slip on a pair of athletic shorts and leave it at that—no boxer briefs, because what’s the point—and then I brush my teeth in the kitchenette sink. Once I’m done, I push down the covers of the sofa bed and turn on the TV while slipping under the sheets as I think back over our day.

      We joked about shrimp cocktails looking like monster fingers in a bowl, we shared funny stories about our siblings—the amount of times Jason has lost his pants during practice is shocking—and we talked more about our dream vacations. Including the Amalfi Coast and my African safari, Natalie really wants to visit Brazil and immerse herself in the Latin American culture. The entire time she was talking about it, I kept thinking how much I want to make that happen for her. Take her to all these cities she talks about. Take her to a pub in Ireland so she can sing old Irish songs. Take her to France so she can take the stereotypical pose in front of the Eiffel Tower. Take her to Israel and get lost in the streets. I want to do it all, and yet, I feel like it’s such a fantasy, a dream that will never come true. Well, at least, not with me. Natalie will probably meet a man . . . someone like Nicholas . . . and he’ll sweep her off her feet and take her to all the places she’s dreamed about. And me? I’ll watch from the sidelines, because I’m still not sure I’ll find someone like her. She’s . . . unique. Exceptional. Fuck, I hate doing the right thing sometimes.

      The door to the bathroom opens and my eyes look up to find Natalie fixing her hair into a bun, wearing that godforsaken nightgown again. With the lift of her arms, the hem of the gown rides just below her ass, showing me the long expanse of her legs and a peek at where her thigh meets her butt cheeks.

      Hell, let the hardening of my dick begin.

      Besides Natalie’s smile, her ass is my second favorite thing. Not that I check out Jason by any means, but he also has a butt that grabs attention. He likes to claim he has the best butt in baseball. Not sure about that, but I can tell you this: great butts run in the family, and Natalie’s is fucking perfect. Round, with plenty to grab on to. And what I have come to realize is her bathing suits aren’t actually supposed to show her butt. However, due to her voluptuous ass, it’s hard to cover up. Fine by me. I’ve enjoyed the view all week.

      “Okay, ready?” she asks, skipping over to me, her uncontained breasts bouncing in her nightgown.

      Christ, this woman.

      “Yup,” I say on a choked gasp.

      She slides under the covers and this time, she has no problem coming up to me, draping my arm over her shoulder, and snuggling in close. She lotioned while she was in the bathroom. I can smell the sweet scent. I can also smell the mint of her toothpaste and also something subtle, something I haven’t smelled this close before, maybe . . . a spritz of perfume? I can’t be sure, but whatever it is, it’s making me fucking dizzy.

      “Are you loving it so far?” she asks when the show starts.

      I settle in for a long night of blue balls, but at least she’s in my arms. “I am.”

      “Think you’ll continue watching it when you get home?”

      “I mean, I have to see if Jim and Pam end up together. The sexual tension is building between them. I can feel it.”

      Just like it’s building between us.

      She laughs and says, “Just wait and see.” She settles in close and rests one of her hands on my chest, her palm branding my skin, searing, igniting, claiming me as hers.

      Her breath plays against my warmed pec and her legs slide against mine. I try to relax, not feel as stiff as I usually do, and then I casually draw my finger over her shoulder, loving how the gentle move makes her shift against me. It’s small contact, a whisper of a touch, but it’s intoxicating. I couldn’t make myself stop even if I was threatened. I don’t get much with this girl, so I’ll take everything I can get.

      “Kevin is such an idiot,” she mumbles, her hand sliding down my chest a few inches. “Don’t you think?” She glances up at me while her hand slips to the top of my abs.

      I swallow hard and nod. “Yeah, idiot,” I say almost incoherently.

      “He totally makes the show though.” And then, she runs the tips of her fingers over the top ridges of my abs. My dick thinks it’s time to party. It grows harder with every pass of her fingers, every light graze that lights up my skin, brings awareness to the lower half of my torso.

      Fuck, it feels good, especially when she moves lower.

      And then lower.

      And then when she reaches my waistband, I swear I sway. My breath catching in my chest, the only sound audible my rapid heartbeat. I don’t want a fucking fling with her, I want so much more, but if she touches my cock, if her hand slips under the waistband of my shorts, I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold back.

      Her fingers graze my shorts. One pass.

      Two.

      Three.

      I bite on my bottom lip to keep myself from groaning and just when I think she might slip under the fabric, she drags her fingers back up my abs.

      Ahhh . . . fuck.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as my dick aches, hard as a rock, begging to be released. I feel my grip on her tighten, the tension in my shoulders coiling, while yearning forms at the base of my cock.

      Fuck, I need relief. So. Goddamn. Bad.

      I don’t even know what’s happening on the TV. I don’t care. All focus is on the light drag of her nails over my skin, the hot breath against my chest, and the little gulp of her throat.

      Her hand travels back down my stomach again, and this time, she goes lower, all the way to my waistband where she slips her fingers under. I swear it’s no more than half an inch. She moves her fingers back and forth, playing with the spot right above my cock, which is off to the side right now thanks to my shorts.

      I suck in a harsh breath and say, “Natalie, what—”

      My voice is cut off when her finger connects with my length.

      My body surges with such unabashed need. It feels like my body is on autopilot. I flip the TV off and throw down the covers.

      I can’t stop myself.

      I know this is what she wants, a fling.

      I know this is what she’s been looking for since she’s been here. And even though I know it’s going to be fucking painful for me in the morning, when I have to say goodbye to her, fuck if I can stop myself. I need this, this one taste, this chance to feel her for one goddamn moment.

      Growling, I lift her and sit her on me, surprising the fuck out of her as her hands land on my chest. Her legs situate perfectly over my hips as her center rests on my lap and for a second, I wonder . . .

      I slide my hands up her thighs, her mouth falling open from my burning palms running all the way up to her hipbones . . . where I feel nothing.

      Eyes blazing, I look her dead in the eyes and say, “Where the fuck is your underwear?”

      Breathing heavily, she answers, “Forgot them.”

      Jesus Christ.

      I run my hands over her hips, her nightgown pooling over my wrists as I grab two handfuls of her ass and help her move along my length.

      “Oh God.” Mouth still parted, she says, “I’ve wanted this for so long.” Her hands run up to my shoulders. “God, I’ve wanted this. You. Me. Feeling your skin against mine, knowing what it feels like to have your large hands on my body.” Her forehead falls to mine. “I need this, Cory. I need this so fucking bad.”

      My neck strains as she starts to cautiously rub her wet center along my cock as it straightens against my stomach. She glances at our connection, seeing my exposed cock now, the fabric of my shorts not able to contain my length.

      In shock, she looks back up at me as she sinks lower, pressing her clit along my shaft. “You’re so big, oh God, Cory . . . so big.”

      “Then use me,” I say, head tilted back. “Show me how greedy your pussy can be and ride me.”

      Her hands coast up my neck and cup my jaw as she starts to lower her head to mine. If she kisses me, there’ll be no turning back. The mouth I’ve idolized for the past few months, the mouth that’s starred in my dreams—the one I’ve fantasized sliding up and down my erection—it will ruin me. And yet, as she closes the space between us, I figure, I’m already ruined at this point. Feeling her wet heat with no underwear, there’s no turning back.

      The only way to salvage any last piece of my heart in this moment is to give her what she wants, but not take.

      Leaning back, I make her come to me, which she does, easily. Her thumbs rub against my rough jaw right before she lightly presses her lips against mine.

      Motherfucker.

      My hands slide up her back, feeling the delicate curve of her spine, pressing her breasts against my chest as she makes another move of her lips against mine. Tentative and exploratory, she’s feeling me out, testing what I can give her. I don’t give much at first. Just the smallest movements as her hips still, focusing on the feel of our mouths.

      After a few more passes, I move one hand all the way up to the back of her neck, thread my fingers through her hair, and then move her in closer, angling her mouth so when I part her lips, our mouths work in unison.

      A tingling sensation forms at my breastbone, as the significance of this moment weighs heavily on me.

      God, this woman. Her taste. The feel of her skin.

      I open my mouth wider and swipe my tongue against her lip, and she moans. Holds on to me tighter and opens her mouth wider, making her own swipes across my lips until our tongues finally collide. It’s like fuel to the flame. My grip on her grows tighter as I taste her. Mint with an added sweetness that I’ve never tasted before, her own essence, which makes me wonder, what the fuck does her pussy taste like? If it’s anything like her mouth, I need to find out.

      “Cory . . .” she groans, starting to move her hips again. “I want this. I need this. Please make me feel.”

      I lower my hands to her hips and my mouth to her jaw, kissing down her neck and back up. “Then ride my cock. Show me how bad you want it.”

      “Like this?” she asks, almost unsure.

      “Yes, like that.”

      With the fabric of my shorts between us, she cautiously starts to move up and down my length a few times before I drive her hips down on me and guide her, making her feel the girth of my dick between her thighs.

      “Oh . . . fuck,” she says, gripping my shoulders to catch her balance. She moves faster, picking up her pace to where I see her start to lose control. Her eyes are shut, her hands holding on to me so tightly that if she lets go, she might float away. The strain in her neck is fucking sexy as hell.

      “That’s it,” I say, encouraging her. “Use my dick, Natalie, use it.”

      Her pace increases, her fingers bury into my shoulders, and then she calls out as her back stiffens.

      I watch in wonder how her mouth falls open, a strangled cry falls past her lips, loud and feral, as she comes on my cock, her hips pressing down so hard that I feel the twinge of my balls start to stir. I bite down on my lip, holding back. I’m not going to fucking come, not like this.

      Finally, she starts to slow down as her forehead falls to my chest, her breath hot against my skin as she tries to catch it.

      “Oh my God, Cory.”

      I drag her nightgown up and over her head and toss it to the ground. On a deep breath, I lean back, wanting to take her all in. Mouthwatering. Flushed and pink from where my scruff has rubbed against her delicate skin, she sits completely naked on my lap, chest rising and falling, her labored breath barely holding her up.

      I press my palm to her sternum and lean her back onto the mattress until she’s completely flat in front of me. That’s when I take the time to soak her all in. Thin collarbone stretches from shoulder to shoulder, plump breasts are high on her chest with dark rose nipples, tight and turned on—fucking perfection. Her stomach is flat and stretches down to her bare and waxed pussy. I can see how turned on she was, how wet she was—and my shorts are an indication of that.

      She’s breathtaking, easily the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.

      Heart hammering, my need growing stronger by the second but not wanting to feel how warm and tight she is, I straddle her body, my cock jutting out, begging for some relief.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I whisper, bringing my mouth down to her ear where I whisper, “Watching you come took my goddamn breath away.”

      Her hands float to my neck and while her fingers play with the short strands of my hair, she brings her lips to mine once again, our tongues colliding. It’s so goddamn sweet, her tentative but confident swipes, as if the initial touch spurs her on for more.

      In the back of my head, I know I should stop, that I should put an end to this, because the more I play with her mouth, the more I feel her naked body against my bare torso, writhing and begging, the more I feel myself get sucked into an endless web of Natalie, one that’s going to take some master maneuvering to get out of.

      But . . .

      Fuck, just one more taste. I want to see if her mouth matches her pussy. I need to fucking find out.

      Lowering down her body, I press my lips against her taut nipples, sucking them in and rolling my tongue over the nubs. She makes beautifully erotic noises in the back of her throat every time I nibble on them, every time I thrust my pelvis between her legs. It’s addicting, so I continue to do it until my dick is about to burst.

      I pull back, breathing heavy, staring at her marred skin.

      “Shit,” I mutter, lowering to kiss the spot between her neck and her shoulder and then her chest and her breasts. “I bit you.”

      “I loved it,” she says, pressing her hand to the back of my head. “Again.”

      “Natalie, I don’t—”

      “Please, Cory,” she pleads breathlessly and I nearly snap.

      Bringing my mouth back to her breasts, I suck on the sensitive skin, I bite down on it, and then I lick. I repeat the process all over her breasts, back up to her neck until she’s clawing at me, shaking beneath my body. I reach down between us, to her pussy where I press two fingers along her slick heat. I slide right over and groan into her shoulder.

      “Fuck, you’re hot. So wet, so greedy.”

      “More,” she says. “Give me more.”

      I slip my fingers inside her and with the light thrust, she constricts around me, causing my head to fall forward on her chest. Motherfucker, what I wouldn’t give to feel that with my dick, to feel how tight and warm she is pulling at me with such force that I come in seconds. I wouldn’t even be ashamed, because I know that’s how good it would be.

      Biting down to her pelvis, I mark her hipbone with my teeth and then move across to the other side. When my mouth passes over her pubic bone, she gasps and stills.

      I work on her other hip for a few seconds and then lower to right above her mound.

      “Please . . . Cory.” Her arm falls across her eyes, her skin glistening as her hips rock up, searching for my mouth.

      “Please what?” I ask, stilling my fingers.

      “Please.”

      She doesn’t say anything else, as she writhes beneath me.

      In a commanding voice, I say “Look at me.”

      She takes a few deep breaths and then moves her arms, opening those beautiful eyes to me. I remove my fingers, eliciting a whimper from her swollen lips, and I bring my fingers to my mouth where I suck on them. Her eyes nearly roll to the back of her head.

      As do mine, because all I can taste is sweet, sweet Natalie on my tongue.

      “You want me to eat you out?” I ask. “You want me to taste your pussy? Roll my tongue over your cunt until you’re screaming my name, ensuring everyone in this goddamn resort knows exactly who’s pleasuring you?”

      “Yes,” she answers, straining.

      “Then say it,” I say sternly. “Tell me exactly what you want.”

      Her chest rises and falls, her breasts marked by my mouth as she sits up on her elbows and looks me in the eyes. Her gaze is wild, her hair a beautiful mess, and her lips are so red, all I want to do is suck on them all over again.

      “Fuck me with your tongue.”

      “Goddammit,” I mutter as a sharp bolt of lust shoots down my spine and pools at the base of my balls.

      With both hands, I spread her legs wide and then push them up. “Hold these and don’t fucking move.”

      She grabs her legs, spreading wide for me and I lower my mouth to her flesh, parting her with two fingers and flattening my tongue across her clit. Her body shoots up off the mattress as she cries out my name.

      “Cory, I won’t last long.”

      Neither will I.

      My cock rubs against the mattress, the lack of relief almost too painful to handle. I’m tempted to reach between my legs and start pumping my hand up and down the hard length of my dick but remind myself this is about her, and her needs. Giving her the fling, despite how much it’s going to hurt me in the long run.

      Reaching up with the hand that’s not spreading her wide open for me, I grip one of her breasts and squeeze it, then pull on her nipple, rolling the nub, then filling my palm, then rolling and pinching, all the while, my tongue presses flatly against her clit but doesn’t move.

      She shivers beneath me, her body thrumming with release.

      “Cory, you have to move. Please lick me.”

      When she begs like that, it sends an acute thrill through my veins, adding to this incredible experience. It makes me want to do exactly what she’s begging for.

      I release her breast and lower my hand to her navel where I press on her stomach with my palm, keeping her in place while I flick my tongue along her clit.

      “Yes, just like that.” Her hand threads through my hair, pulling on the short strands when I swirl my tongue around her bundle of nerves, rotating and reversing the motion until she starts to shake under my touch.

      “Want more?”

      “Yes, God, yes. Make me come, Cory.”

      Releasing my hold on her but keeping my tongue in place, I press two fingers inside her entrance and start moving them in and out, curling up with each thrust in. I match the movement with my tongue, flicking and pushing in at the same time, swirling and curving at the right moment.

      Her hands grip the blankets, squeezing tight, her mouth falls open, her chest lifts, and she screams my name so loud, I swear people on the beach can hear her as she comes on my tongue.

      Her pussy constricts around my fingers and her hips try to ride me, but I keep her in place. I make her come over and over again with my small movements, to the point that her legs are shaking and she’s on the verge of tears. I slow down, turning my strokes into long languid ones, until she’s completely sated. That’s when I lift off the mattress and go straight to the bathroom, lock the door, turn on the shower, and start pumping my hand up and down my cock like I’ve done every other day this week. This time, I can taste her on my lips, and taking her on my tongue is no longer a dream, but a reality.

      I lean against the tile of the wall, my back to the cold surface, the contradiction of my blazing hot skin against the cool wall ensuring my senses feel everything.

      The cool water.

      Her taste.

      Remembering the noises she made.

      The tightening of my balls.

      Every last inch of my swollen cock . . . until white-hot bliss spreads through my limbs, singeing my veins, and taking over every nerve ending in my body.

      My cock swells and I grunt loudly as I come so fucking hard, I slide down against the wall until I’m a puddle on the shower floor.

      “Fuck.” My breath comes in spurts, my heart beating so wildly that I feel like I’m going to have a heart attack. What the fuck did I just put my body through?

      I’ve never edged like that, I’ve never not taken, and I’ve never felt so emotionally determined to making a woman come that if I didn’t feel her clench around me, I wouldn’t be satisfied.

      Burying my head in my hands, I sit on the shower floor, trying to comprehend how I’m going to handle this now. How I’m going to not get emotionally invested in this woman when I want more and she wants less.

      The only answer? I don’t. I walk back out there and act like everything is cool.

      Be casual.

      Act like her smile doesn’t have me by the balls. And the more I fake it, hopefully the more I believe it.

      I quickly rinse with some soap and then dry off. I rub the towel through my short hair and then wrap it around my waist since my boxers are in the other room. On a deep breath, I open the bathroom to a dark suite, the only light in the room is from the moon reflecting off the ocean outside.

      Did she go to sleep?

      Wanting to be quiet just in case she did, I tiptoe to my bag, find a clean pair of briefs, thanks to the laundry service at the resort, and slip them on just as I hear a sniffle. I whip around to see Natalie curled up on the couch bed, covers drawn over her, a slight shake to her shoulder.

      I still my breathing, holding it so I can hear better and in the matter of seconds, another sniffle.

      Is she . . . crying?

      Just the thought of her being upset pulls at my heart. Did I make her upset? Was I too rough? Too demanding? Hell, I couldn’t help myself. I can’t be held accountable for my actions, not when I was finally getting a taste of what I’ve wanted for so long.

      Before I can even think about what I’m doing, I toss my towel toward the bathroom and pull the covers of the bed down . . .
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      Oh God. Oh God. Oh my fucking God.

      I have never experienced . . . an orgasm . . . where I can barely feel my legs. I loved Ansel for a very long time and thought we’d had a beautiful relationship in bed. But what Cory delivered, what he just did to my body, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. His fingers, his tongue, his lips, the scratch of his coarse hair to my soft skin . . . it was indescribable.

      My throat feels hoarse, my skin burns from his scruffy jaw, but I relish in the feeling of being marked by him. Being marked all over by him. After that many orgasms, I feel like I’m floating on a cloud. It’s bliss.

      The mattress dips as my brain starts to un-fog and the sheer cry of my voice starts to fall from my ears. And just as I’m about to open my eyes, lean up and kiss the man on the lips to return the favor, I feel him pass by the bottom of the bed and head straight to the bathroom where he locks the door and turns on the shower.

      Still feeling dazed and quite confused, I sit up and look around. Did he really just leave? To take a shower?

      As if to wash my scent away?

      That can’t possibly be what he’s doing. On shaky legs, I stand from the bed. Naked and sore from how deliciously aggressive he was, I pad over to the bathroom and press my ear against the door.

      Water hits the shower tile.

      And then . . . light slapping, a far-off grunt.

      No way. Emotion starts to clog my throat. Is he jacking off in there? I test the handle and like I thought, it’s locked. I lean in again and the telltale sign of him moaning echoes off the tiled shower stall, sending my stomach into a dizzying catapult.

      I step away, my hand falling to my neck, unsure what to do.

      Why would he just leave like that? Go to the bathroom, wash me off, take care of his own relief? Doesn’t he want me?

      Insecurity washes over me as I think about everything I said in the heat of the moment, begging him to fuck me with his tongue, calling out his name, telling him exactly where I wanted him to touch me, how to fuck me.

      How . . . embarrassing.

      Lip trembling, a ball of uncertainty hits me dead in the gut as I make my way back to the couch bed. I sit on the edge and look back at the bathroom, his groaning louder now, piercing my soul. Doesn’t he trust me to pleasure him? To give him exactly what he needs like he gave me? Doesn’t he want me to touch him . . .

      My lip trembles more as my eyes sting with tears. I lean back on the bed, curl into my pillow, and cry.

      I’ve never experienced such an unreal sensation like Cory gave me just minutes ago, only to drop so suddenly to the pit of my biggest insecurities.

      Not good enough.

      Not experienced enough.

      Not pretty enough.

      Not in his league . . .

      Was that a pity fuck? Did he feel bad that he’d turned me down the entire vacation that he decided to throw me a bone? I’m Jason’s sister, his new teammate, and he doesn’t want to make things awkward from my advances so he did the deed and then took care of himself?

      Tears stream down my face into my pillow.

      I’m so naïve.

      So stupid for thinking that there could be something between us.

      Every time I thought he wanted me, I was wrong, so very wrong.

      The bathroom door opens and I still my breath, my heart ricocheting against my ribs as it stutters to a stop. I don’t want him to hear me cry, to know the pathetic effect his rejection has caused me. But as snot drips from my nose, I can’t stop the involuntary sniffle, nor can I stop the second one that comes a few seconds after.

      Eyes closed, I try to detect his every movement, understand what he’s doing, and when I hear him turn down the sheets to the other bed, I nearly lose it. I squeeze my eyes even tighter as a tight ball of humiliation forms in my throat.

      I wish I could take back the last half hour, or however long it was. I wish I could go back to the night with Nicholas where instead of staying with Cory, I changed into something more comfortable and went back to a man who wanted to be around me. A man who pursued me. Thought me worth ditching work for. How stupid am I?

      What was this? Some game to Cory? He saw another guy interested so he decided to throw me a bone? Why even bother if we leave tomorrow?

      I’m so confused, so upset that I don’t feel Cory standing next to me until he’s gently pulling the covers off my naked body and squatting in front of me.

      “Natalie,” he says, his voice sounding distressed. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” I quickly say, wiping my nose with the back of my hand and then turning my back toward him. I try to pull the covers up and over me again but he stops me.

      “You’re not fine.”

      “Just leave me alone, Cory.”

      He stills above me, not getting up and going to the other bed, but not reaching out to me either. I can practically hear the questions in his head.

      I upset my friend’s sister. Should I believe that she’s fine or should I ask her one more time?

      Just to make it easier, so he doesn’t think too hard on it, I say, “Everything is fine. What we did was fine. Let’s just go to sleep.”

      That’s when I feel him still behind me, his hand falling to my hip, pulling me so I’m forced to my back and looking up at him.

      He presses his palm to my stomach, holding me in place and damn my body, because it lights up from his touch.

      “Bullshit. That wasn’t just fine,” he growls, his voice so deep and sharp. His fingers curl around my hip. “That was more than fucking fine.”

      “Was it?” I ask. “Because it seems like you had more fun in the shower by yourself.” I can’t hide the bite in my voice nor the tears that stream down my face.

      “Christ,” he mumbles to himself before standing up.

      Yup, walkaway again.

      But before I can give him my back, he squats down, fits both his arms under me, and lifts me off the bed.

      “W-what are you doing?” I ask, feeling like a weightless feather in his strong arms.

      “Moving you to the other bed. We’re not sleeping on the damn couch again.”

      “We?”

      “Yeah, we,” he says a little more gently. “Think I want to sleep in a bed without you, after what we just did? Fuck no.”

      “But . . .”

      He sets me down on the mattress and pulls the blankets over us, then he slips his body against mine. Warm and hard, his arm quickly drapes over my stomach, just below my breasts as his head tucks into the spot where my shoulder meets my neck. He clings to me, like I’m a lifeline, this larger-than-life man.

      Still hurt and confused, I try to turn in his arms but he holds me still. “Don’t move away,” he says.

      “Cory, I’m . . . what’s going on? Why did you go to the bathroom?”

      Sighing, his breath blowing the wisps of my hair, he says, “I wanted you to feel.”

      “I wanted the same for you.”

      I shift again and this time he allows me to turn in his arms so we’re still pressed against each other, but now I’m looking up at him. “Why didn’t you let me touch you?”

      He lifts his hand and strokes my cheek. His eyes soft, the lightest of smiles on his face, and I feel . . . cherished. It’s as if he believes he’s allowed to touch me now. Kiss me. Stroke my cheek. How did that change?

      “It was about you, Natalie. I wanted it to be all about you.” He leans forward and presses a warm kiss to my temple, his lips lingering longer than normal before he rests his head back on the pillow. “Get some sleep, beautiful.”

      He pulls me in tighter and rests his forehead against my temple. His hold on me is incredibly intimate. I feel like I’m melting into his strength, which makes me believe there could be so much more beyond these walls, that he isn’t the guy who fucks me and leaves.

      Of course, he’s not. He’s so sweet, so considerate, and he’s been nothing but kind and caring to me this entire trip.

      Guilt washes over me as I consider the awful things I thought about him in my head. I might not understand his reasoning or be able to comprehend what happened between us tonight, but what I do know is if he didn’t find me attractive, if he was playing pity on me, he would not be holding me so tight. He would not be clinging to me as if I’m his only source of air.

      Maybe . . . just maybe, he’s not entirely out of my league. Maybe I’m at the very opening and he’s looking my way.

      And that’s something I can hold on to.
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        * * *

      

      “Mmm . . . good morning,” Cory says, shifting against me, his head nuzzling my side.

      My eyes flutter open, blurry and confused. I lightly shift to feel Cory pressed against me like he was last night, and me sleeping on my back, unmoved from our position.

      Neither of us broke apart, neither of us even attempted to move, and not once did I wake up. I slept like the dead last night and that never happens. I’m usually tossing and turning at some point.

      Even when I was with Ansel and we were happy, we always broke apart at some point in the night. Getting him to hold me toward what I now know was the end of our relationship was next to impossible, especially when he’d fall asleep without giving me a kiss goodnight. At least I know why now. At least I know not to be sad, but to be angry that he broke our vows.

      And that wasn’t on me.

      It was . . . all him.

      This spooning, this tight hold Cory has on me, it feels new and different and something I want to bask in all morning . . . which I know we don’t have.

      “Good morning,” I say, feeling my cheeks blush when his lips press against my temple again.

      “You’re so fucking warm.” His hand floats across my bare stomach and that’s when I remember . . . I am completely naked.

      His fingers splay across my abdomen and his thumb lightly strokes my skin. It’s a breeze of a touch, but it wakes up a wave of lust, and just like that, I want him again, but I want all of him.

      “Touch me,” I whisper, hoping he doesn’t mind how demanding that sounds.

      “Fuck,” he whispers into my ear, sending chills down my spine. “You know I want to, so fucking bad.” His fingers drag over my pubic bone, causing my legs to spread wide, connecting with his morning erection. “But we have to be down in the lobby in forty-five minutes.”

      Not listening to him, I reach down and connect with the tip of his cock.

      “Natalie,” he warns, shifting his body slightly back. “We have to get ready.”

      I hear him, but I also know how long it will take me to pack and shower. I can be really quick when I want to be.

      “Okay,” I say, flipping the covers off both of us. He groans from the loss of heat, and I sit up on my knees only to stare down at his large bulge. Oh God, how big is he? From how he felt last night while I was riding him, I know he’s really large. It’s intimidating, especially since I’d only been with a mediocre penis before now. Cory looks like he’s extraordinary.

      He must sense my staring because when I go to reach for him, he stops my hand and sits up as well. “We need to pack, Natalie.”

      I look over my shoulder and catch him staring at my ass before lifting his eyes. I smile lightly and say, “But you’re hard.”

      “I’ve been hard this entire fucking vacation. I’ll survive another forty-five minutes.”

      I nibble on the side of my mouth. “You have been?”

      He sighs and scoots closer, letting his hand fall to my back where he runs his fingers up my spine to the nape of my neck and then back down. “Your skin is so soft.” He drags his hands back up it again.

      “You’re not answering the question.”

      “I know.”

      He lifts from the bed and stretches his hands above his head. Like a shameless voyeur, I take in his powerful chest, watch when he twists, and how his muscles bunch and retract. Corded strength wrap around his ribs, his arms, his stomach. No doubt, the sexiest body I’ve ever seen, especially when my eyes dip past the small trail of hair that leads to his waistline, straight to the semi-hard erection in his briefs. From the press of the tight fabric of his boxer briefs, I can see the crown of his cock and it drives me forward, making me want to take him into his mouth.

      While he’s still stretching, I reach out and pass my thumb over the crown.

      “Ah, fuck, Natalie.” He releases his stretch and takes a step away. “You’re going to make it worse.”

      “Then let me make it better.”

      Lips pressed tightly together, he shakes head. “We can’t be late.”

      Why is he being so stubborn? Does he have a dick disease or something? Is that why he doesn’t want me touching his cock? No, that can’t be true, because he almost let me ride him bare last night when he gruffly spoke into my ear, telling me to use him.

      Well, if he won’t let me touch him, maybe I’ll make this worse, because there is something he’s not telling me and it’s driving me crazy. Wouldn’t any other man be inside me by now? Especially if I reached down to touch his cock, naked and in bed. Am I doing something wrong?

      Then I look back and see it. Cory is guarding himself, being picky about who touches who and I have no idea why. I try to read him, but all I see in those soulful blue eyes of his is want. So why is he holding back?

      Standing tall, I stretch as well and peek at him as his eyes float up and down my body, his cock growing even bigger. That’s what I thought.

      Turning around, knowing I have a good asset behind me, I bend over the bed and start fluffing the comforter, giving him a direct view of my backside. My very naked backside.

      “You’re right, we should get ready.” I glance over my shoulder, and his eyes are trained on my ass, his hand passes over his open mouth. He wants me, right there, in that very early morning look, I can see that he wants me, so I spread my legs apart a little more. “Do you want to shower first?”

      He doesn’t answer. I don’t even think he’s listening. So I take that moment to dip my upper half down onto the bed, sticking my ass straight in the air. He stutters forward, his hand reaching out, his mind undecisive. He pulls back and then pulls on the back of his head. I very lightly twerk my ass, causing another growl to rumble up his chest and this time, when he reaches out, his hand connects with my ass and he steps up behind me.

      “God, your hand is so large. I love how it feels sliding across my body.”

      “Natalie,” he says on a choked gasp. “We need to pack.” He says this while bringing his other hand to my backside as well, and then one of them floats up and down my spine.

      The touch, my position, his strained effort to hold back, all it does is turn me on even more and I know for a fact if he reached between my legs, I’d be ready for him, for anything he wanted to do to me.

      “How can I pack when I’m desperately wet right now?”

      “Are . . . you?” he asks, his hand floating down over the globe of my ass to my hip and then around to the front where he runs one finger along my slit. That little touch puts fire in my veins and ignites a wave of need I’ve never experienced before. My skin ignites and my hips grind into his finger while a moan falls past my lips. “Shit, you’re so goddamn wet.”

      “Please don’t leave me like this, Cory. Please let me feel you.”

      I don’t have to look behind me to know he’s shaking his head, I can feel it. “No penetration.”

      I want to ask why. I want to demand him to take his boxers off and let me feel him inside me, but from how restrained he’s been, I don’t want to ruin my chances of feeling indescribable pleasure again now. “Then rub against me, through your briefs. I want to feel your hard cock, Cory.”

      “Fucking hell,” he mutters, moving his hand back to my hip. “The mouth on you.”

      “I know what I want and I want to feel that cock of yours. Please, Cory.” I never spoke to Ansel like this. Never. Cory brings this side of me out.

      Grunting, his fingers curl into my hips and he steps in even closer until his covered length presses against me.

      “God, yes,” I moan, taking the initiative to rub myself up and down his length. His fingers grow tighter but he doesn’t stop me. Just like last night, I repeat his words back to him. “Use me,” I say. “Use my warmth to get off.”

      “Never,” he says, still letting me rub up against him. “I’ll never use you, Natalie.” And I know it’s a comment not meant for this moment but meant for something more serious from the tone of his voice and the way desperation laces it. I want to dive deeper, ask him what he means by that, but with every pass of his cock over me, I feel my body build closer to orgasm.

      “Feels so good,” I say, moving faster. “Does it feel good for you?”

      “Fucking incredible,” he answers on a grunt, taking charge now and moving my hips up and down. “So fucking good. So wet. So incredible.”

      “I want to know what it feels like to have you like this, but deep inside me, your hands on my tits, twisting my nipples like you did last night.”

      “You liked that?” he asks, picking up his pace.

      “The way you touched me last night? It made me more aroused than I ever have been, like I couldn’t handle the intense pleasure that was ripping through me.”

      “But you did. Fuck, watching you come on my tongue”—he drives into me harder now, the pressure building—“it was . . . so . . . fucking . . . hot.” My knees are barely staying on the mattress now as he rubs against me. “Jesus Christ, Natalie, I can feel your wet pussy through my briefs.”

      “You made me like this . . .” I take a deep breath. “Aroused, horny, needy. You make me wet.”

      “Fuck . . .”

      “I’ve masturbated while we were here,” I say, loving how out of control he feels behind me, loving how I can feel my orgasm looming, the build between my legs getting so heavy that getting there is going to happen in seconds. “I wished it was your hand, not mine.”

      And that’s all it takes.

      He growls so loud, I feel like it shakes the walls. The beastly sound vibrates up my spine only to float back down and straight to my core.

      One thrust.

      “Fuck . . . me,” he grunts louder.

      Another thrust.

      My legs shake, my breath escapes me, my hands grip the sheets.

      One more . . .

      “Oh Cory,” I yell, as pleasure rips through me, starting at the bundle of nerves in my core and then shooting out like a million rockets all through my veins. My voice cries out in the distance while Cory’s grunts overtake the sound in the room, his ruthless slaps of his body against mine filling the void until he moans out a long and tortured, “Fuck.” He stills his hips, releasing me, his body falling forward, his chest against my backside while his arms prop him up.

      “Christ,” he mutters, placing a kiss against my lower back. “Fuck, Natalie, I’m sorry.”

      Sorry? Why on earth is he sorry?

      Even though my legs are shaky and I can barely orient myself, I twist under him so I’m facing him. His face is tortured, his hair sweaty at his brow, and he’s breathing so fast that I’m nervous he’s about to have a panic attack.

      “Cory.” I lift my hand to his face and cup his cheek. “Don’t be sorry. I wanted that. I needed that.”

      Sighing heavily, he glances up at me, and admits, “Me too.”

      I lift up and press a small kiss at the corner of his mouth. “Then don’t be sorry.”

      He gives me a small smile and then straightens. He clears his throat. “We should get moving; we don’t want to be late.”

      And just like that, aloof man is back. The man I’ve seen many times during this trip, where he turns off a part of his personality and falls into robot mode. I don’t understand it, and I know it’s going to take a lot of talking to figure out if I’m going to want to pursue something with this man.

      Hell . . . if he wants to pursue something with me.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re home. Finally,” Monica says over the phone as the car Jason had set up drives me through the busy streets of Chicago. “Tell me everything.”

      I try to smile from hearing the sound of my friend’s voice, but it feels impossible given the disheartened and broken mental state I’m trying to fight off.

      After Cory lifted away from me, he quickly went to the bathroom where he took what seemed like a two-minute shower and then offered me the bathroom. We packed and got ready in silence, the tension between us eventually incredibility uncomfortable. When we were ready to leave, like the gentleman that he is, Cory rolled my suitcase for me along with his down to the lobby where we met up with everyone. I tried to act normal, as if Cory’s silence wasn’t dislodging my confidence one second at a time, and hung out with Dottie and Jason, reliving our “magical” vacation. On the flight home, Cory’s eyes never left the window, even when I “accidentally” knocked his foot.

      Avoidance was his number-one priority and he accomplished it very well, especially when we landed. He gave everyone a quick wave and then took off, mumbling about needing to get back home to some pressing matters.

      I think I was the only one who saw right through him, because I knew the kind of morning we shared. Blissfully amazing and then awkward and heartbreakingly uncomfortable.

      “It wasn’t great,” I say, holding back the tears.

      “What? Are you serious?” Monica’s voice falls. “Nothing happened?”

      “Oh no, something happened. Three orgasms happened.”

      She squeals in the phone and then remembers what I said. “Wait, so why wasn’t it great?”

      “Because . . .” My lip trembles, and I take a deep breath. “It was like he wanted to connect with me but never allowed himself to.” I explain everything that happened last night, the way he made me feel and then his quick retreat, and then I went into this morning’s activities, his need to move on, push me away, but then pull me back in. “I have no idea what’s going on with him. All I know is that he left me with a giant Cory hangover and I—” Tears stream down my face. “He left me an emotional mess.”

      “Where are you right now?”

      “Headed to my apartment, but I really don’t feel like company.”

      “Hell, neither do I. I look like a zombie bride right now. I’m asking because you need to go to his place.”

      “Uh, are you joking?”

      “No, you need to go to his place and confront him.”

      This makes me laugh. “Firstly, Monica, I have no idea where he lives. Secondly, I’m pretty sure I’m the last person he wants to see right now.”

      “Well, too bad for him. He owes you an explanation and guess what, you know people who know him, so send a quick text, find out, and drive there.”

      “I have my suitcase.”

      “That is the lamest excuse I’ve ever heard.” It is.

      “Okay, I’m scared.”

      The pause on the phone hangs between us before Monica says, “Sweetie, being scared about new things is how the human body works, but just because you’re scared doesn’t mean it should stop you. Fear should be a propellant to move you forward, not hold you back.”

      I roll my teeth over my bottom lip while staring out the window. “Did I ever tell you how much I hate it when you’re wise?”

      “They’re rare moments.”

      “Rare.” I laugh. “But always show up at the worst times, like when I want to wallow.”

      “There is no need to wallow. This is a time to take charge. He clearly likes you, he’s holding back, and you need to figure out why.”

      “What if I don’t like the answer? Like I’m damaged goods or something.” Monica snorts into the phone causing the corner of my lips to turn down. “I’m serious, Monica.”

      Still laughing, she says, “You’re not damaged goods and Cory doesn’t seem like the kind of man to judge someone’s past. Text Dottie, get his address, and find out the real reason. What’s the worst he can do? Shut you out? Compared to the best thing that could happen? He sticks his tongue between your legs again. I would take those chances.”

      Feeling a little lighter, I say, “You’re so eloquent.”

      “Just for you, Nat. Now get off the phone with me and figure out what the hell is going on.”
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        * * *

      

      I am never listening to Monica again. This was a terrible idea.

      I am wrecked from the flight back to Chicago, emotionally exhausted, and I look like I’m ready to move in with my giant suitcase next to me as I travel up the elevator to Cory’s floor.

      It didn’t take Dottie very long to track down his address or the number to get into his building. Why there is no bellman at the door, I have no idea, especially since this is a really nice part of town. But either way, I nervously pressed the up button, suitcase at my side, and started making my way to his floor.

      Now that I’m almost there, I want to throw up.

      You know when you start talking about something, you psych yourself up, self-talking your way into believing what you’re about to do is the best decision of your life, only to massively regret said decision when it’s standing in front of you?

      That’s where I’m at right now, wishing I could reverse the elevator.

      The carriage comes to a stop, dings, and the doors open. I stand there, unable to move my feet forward, scared to the bone. Why did I listen to my best friend?

      And then I remember what she said: fear should propel us forward, not hinder us. I have no idea if Cory is truly into me, if St. Croix was just this lust-filled place, or if there is something between us, but what I do know is that within the last twenty-four hours, I’ve felt more for him than I have the last year for my ex. That should be an indication that I need to move forward, even if it’s scary.

      Taking a deep breath, I throw my arm up against the closing elevator door, grab my suitcase handle, and make my way down the hallway to Cory’s apartment door.

      Be strong, be confident, and don’t let him shut you out.

      Shoulders pulled back, I raise my hand and knock on his door.

      As I’m waiting, it occurs to me that he might not be home, which would be extremely annoying since I built up all this energy to come here.

      Time ticks by, no answer.

      Crap. Is he really not here? Where did he go?

      I look to the side; there are only two apartments on this level and I’m standing at the correct one.

      I guess I’ll try knocking one more time, but louder.

      I form a fist and pound on the door. That ought to do it.

      And I wait.

      And wait.

      I tap my foot, look down at my suitcase, curse Monica some more in my head, and just as I start to turn around, the door opens and Cory is standing there in a towel . . .

      Wet . . .

      And out of breath.

      I’m at a severe disadvantage.
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        CORY

      

      

      

      First time in a week I haven’t jacked off in the shower. Wow, I should be awarded a medal or something.

      Absolutely pathetic.

      Everything about me is pathetic.

      The way I couldn’t help but grind my cock into Natalie this morning.

      The dismissiveness I treated her with right after.

      The silent treatment I gave her the entire flight home. How do you express in words that you’re completely enamored without coming across pathetic and needy? And frustrated.

      The “peace out” I threw over my shoulder the minute the plane touched the ground.

      And ignoring Milly’s texts since I didn’t say goodbye.

      What’s going on?

      Is everything okay with you and Natalie?

      You look distraught? Should I come over so we can talk?

      Ignore, ignore, ignore.

      I’m a shitty brother, an even worse friend, and whatever I had with Natalie, I fucked up monumentally.

      The only thing I have going for me right now is the lasagna I popped in the oven—thanks to my housekeeper—before I jumped in the shower. Lucky. Me. The coolest of the cool. Idiot.

      Knock, knock.

      Was that someone at the door? Christ, is it Milly? I wouldn’t be surprised at this point. Her approach is to confront me, an easier method since I moved back to Chicago.

      I rinse off quickly just as there’s another pound to the door.

      Definitely Milly.

      I turn off the shower, try to dry myself as quickly as possible, wrap the towel around my waist, and head out to the entryway, almost biffing it across the hardwood floor when my wet foot slips. I grab the wall, steadying myself, and then make it to the hallway where I tear open the door.

      Natalie.

      I was not expecting that. Her. I also wasn’t expecting my heart to trip in my chest from the mere sight of her. We’ve been separated for an hour? And here I am, feeling like a lovesick fool with her at my door.

      Gripping the side of the door, I say, “Natalie, what are you doing here?”

      She stares down at her suitcase and then looks at me, eyes wide when she sees I do the same thing. In a voice so fast, she says, “I came straight from the airport. I’m not moving in or anything, if that’s what you’re thinking. No St. Croix shared hotel room part two. Just couldn’t leave it in the town car.” She taps the suitcase handle. “Love rolling this guy around Chicago. A real joy.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Why are you here?”

      I see her falter for a second, before she straightens up and says, “Don’t be rude. Invite me in.”

      When she says shit like that . . .

      I step aside and let her in, offering to roll her suitcase for her, but she swats my hand away and sets it against the wall just inside my apartment.

      When I shut the door, I ask, “Can I throw some pants on real quick?”

      She glances at my towel and then back up at my face where she gives me a curt nod. “I’ll just hang out in your living room.”

      I watch her for a second cautiously as she floats over to the couch and takes a seat, crossing her leg and sitting poised.

      Hell, I think I’m about to get it.

      I make quick work of getting rid of my towel and putting on a pair of slate-gray sweatpants. I don’t bother with a shirt, because I don’t want to leave Natalie waiting too long. Did she really just come straight from the airport?

      Pushing my hair to the side, trying to comb it with my hand, I make my way to the living room where Natalie is . . . unmoved. Before I take a seat I ask, “Would you like something to drink?” She shakes her head, so I sit opposite her on my couch. I turn my body to face her, propping one leg up on the couch.

      And I wait.

      When she sees that I’m not going to talk, she rolls her eyes and huffs. “This is exactly what I’m talking about.”

      Umm . . .

      “Talking about what?”

      “You, you’re being weird. You’re being really weird. We had this wonderful time all week, and I thought we were building something. When I thought I was about to combust from the sexual tension between us, you gave in and touched me, fucked me, made me feel so incredible that I can’t even begin to describe the emotions I felt.” I swallow hard, nervous of where this is going. “And then, you act like I don’t even exist.” She swats at my leg. “What’s with that, Cory? Don’t you care about me?”

      “I do,” I answer quietly.

      “Oh-kay,” she drags out. She tilts her head and asks, “Do you understand what it means to care for someone?”

      Sighing, I lean back on the couch and press my hand to my forehead. “Are you here to yell at me?”

      Her eyes turn to fire, and I immediately regret my words.

      “I’m here because you hurt me, Cory,” she answers honestly. “I’m here because I thought there was something special between us. Was it just me? Was I the only one feeling it?”

      Her eyes water, her voice shakes, and I hate that she’s not only emotionally wrecked over this entire situation, but that my behavior has brought her to tears. I thought I was a better man that this.

      Looking at my bent leg, I shake my head. “No, you were not the only one feeling something.”

      “Then explain to me what’s going on in your head.” She scoots closer and takes my hand in hers. Her soft, warm skin breaks through to me, reminding me why I so desperately want to have this woman. “Is it because I’m damaged goods?”

      “What?” My eyes shoot up. “No, fuck, Natalie . . . that’s not it at all.”

      “Then what is it?” She tugs on my hand. “Please let me inside your head, tell me why it looks like you’re trying to solve the hardest math problem known to man when you look at me. Why won’t you—?”

      “You want a fling,” I say, my voice coming out harsh. I shake my head. “And that’s not something I can give you.” I glance up, see her eyes wide as she takes in my words. “You’re fresh out of a marriage from a guy you’ve known almost your whole life. You’re in your twenties, you want to live, experience things. I get that, but I’m nine years older than you.” I pause and catch my breath, shocked that I’m letting this all out. “Nine years, Natalie. I’m in a different place than you. And I don’t want to be a fling.” I look her right in the eyes and say, “I like you too goddamn much to be your rebound.”

      Realization of what I’m saying crashes over her face as I feel the edge of my control start to slip. I didn’t want to have this conversation with her. I wanted to be able to distance myself after the trip, bury myself in training, maybe only run into her occasionally where the pain wouldn’t be as much.

      But she’s persistent.

      Still holding my hand, she scoots even closer and reaches out to touch my cheek. Even though I tell myself not to, I melt into her touch, reveling in it one more time.

      “You’re not a man you have a fling with. I learned that pretty quickly,” she says softly. “You’re the man you hold on to, cherish, thank whoever is listening that they’re a part of your life. You’re special, Cory.” Her thumb drags over my bottom lip. “And that scares me, because I wasn’t expecting to meet a man like you, a man who is relationship material.”

      I nod and then slip her touch from my face. Looking at her hand, I say, “I like you, Natalie, I really do, but I also know when the timing isn’t right, and right now it’s not. You want what I can’t give you and you can’t give me what I want.”

      “And what exactly do you want?”

      I lift off the couch and say, “Doesn’t matter.” My heart ratchets in my chest as I feel every last inch of this painful conversation. What I wouldn’t give to take her back to my bedroom, spread her legs, and fuck her with my tongue again, taste her sweetness, and then spread it all over my dick, only to fuck her again. But with nothing between us, nothing holding me back. I want to get lost in her tight pussy, in her soft skin, in her infectious smile. I want to be able to wake up next to her, kiss down her neck until she’s awake, ready to take me all over again. I want to take her out on dates, take her to all the goddamn events I attend, then hold her hand when I’m tired and exhausted and ready for the season to be over. I want her comfort, her laugh, her entire body saved for me and only me.

      Walking to the window that overlooks Lake Michigan, I pull on the strands of my hair, trying to figure out a kind way to ask her to leave—something not insulting but will get her to leave me alone to my own draining thoughts.

      I wrack my brain for something, anything, just as Natalie’s warm hands presses against my bare back. I stiffen to her touch. When did she get up? Her other hand runs up my stomach, and I stifle a groan from the way her palm feels sliding up my abs to my chest until she gently turns me around to face her. Both hands on my chest now, she blinks up at me, her eyes so impossibly huge in this moment that I can’t look away, even if my heart is begging me to.

      In the softest voice, with her fingers caressing my skin, she asks again, “What do you want, Cory?”

      I try to look away, but she forces me back to her with the touch of her fingers to my cheek.

      I roll my teeth over my bottom lip, feeling my will slip. I’m trying to shield her so she’s not exposed to my crazy, inconvenient feelings. But maybe the only way to get her to leave is to scare her into it. She’s not ready for what I want.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “I want you. All of you.”

      “Okay.”

      I shake my head. “You don’t get it, Natalie. I want it all. I want your lips, your attention, your body. I want it all for me. I want to be able to fuck you whenever I goddamn want.” Growing stronger in my words, I take her cheek in my hand and say, “We would date, exclusively. We would get to know each other on a deeper level.” Clearing my throat, I add, “You would be mine, no one else’s. What I want is simple. I want you to be my girlfriend, not a fling, not a one-night stand, not a guy you occasionally come to for sex, because even though my body is telling me it can give you that, my heart is not that strong.” I rub my thumb over her cheek. “I didn’t think I wanted a relationship, especially not during the season, not until after I retired, but then I met you and something inside me changed. Something inside me started to yearn for what my sister has, for what my friends and my parents have. Someone to be by my side during the toughest parts of my life.” Her eyes search mine and I feel like I’m saying way too fucking much but at this point, I can’t stop myself. “This past season was the hardest one of my career. The blow of being traded to a team who hates me really fucked my mental game. Going into this season, I need to be mentally there and starting a relationship is a bad idea, but also . . . if I did start one, I know with you . . . it would be easy.” Surprising myself, I repeat, “It would be so easy with you.”

      I take a deep breath and step away, turning my back toward her.

      “It’s not what you need right now. What you’re looking for, and I know that. That’s what I’ve tried to hide but last night, fuck, my will snapped. I couldn’t take it anymore. I needed one moment to feel you against me, to see what it would be like if I did give in and have you for a second. Fuck, it made me want so much more. So I bolted. It’s why I’m trying to keep my distance now.”

      When I finish, I wait for her to say something, but when she doesn’t, I realize, maybe I did speak my mind too much. But it’s better she hears it now rather than later. This is what I want.

      “I get where your head is at,” I say, continuing because the silence is killing me, but I keep my back turned toward her. I can’t sacrifice the pain in my chest to grow even more if I look her in the face. “You’re twenty-six, fresh from what you presumed would be a life-long relationship, and you want to explore what else is out there. I don’t blame you, but I also want to be honest. I meant what I said, I don’t want to be your rebound. That’s important to me.”

      More silence.

      Did she leave and I not know about it?

      Nervous, I look over my shoulder to see her standing a few feet away, a contemplative look on her face, hands twined together, eyes drawn down. What’s going through her mind? Is she trying to figure out an easy way to back away? Hell, I laid it all out there, I’d be shocked if she didn’t have one foot out the door, waiting to make a quick exit.

      So I make it easy on her and say, “It’s okay, Natalie.” She glances up at me and I nod toward the door. “Don’t feel like you need to stay here. We’re cool, okay?”

      I push my hand through my hair and can’t decide what I should do. She still hasn’t moved, still hasn’t said anything, and the longer I stay in the room with her, the more I itch to go to her, take back everything I said, and say I can do a fling, hoping and praying it would turn into more.

      So instead of losing that last shred of self-control, I grip the back of my neck and move past her, slowly. “I, uh, I’m going to give you some space to leave in peace.” I reach out and graze my finger over her arm. “You’re beautiful, Natalie. Don’t let your ex dictate what you feel about yourself any longer. He’s blind and extremely stupid. Because you? You’re extraordinary. You’re a force to be reckoned with, funny, intelligent, and I’ll be honest, sexy as fuck. And when you’re ready, there’s no doubt in my mind you’ll find what you’re looking for. Who you’re looking for.”

      On that last note, I move past her and down the hallway to my room where I quietly shut the door, only to fall against it. Elbows on my knees, I spike my hands through my hair and wonder how the fuck I got to this point? Completely distraught over a girl who wasn’t in my life a few months ago, but now controls my every damn thought.

      I hear her feet travel across my hardwood floors to the entryway where there’s the telltale sign of her suitcase being moved, followed by the click of the front door shutting behind her.

      Fuck . . .

      I was right. She wasn’t ready for me. Better to know now than later. Better to only have a small taste of her rather than the whole thing. Better to start to repair this aching feeling in my bones now rather than during the season.

      There’s only one way I know how to make this better, and it’s to pull a Carson . . . bury myself in my training.
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        NATALIE

      

      

      

      “Did you forget something on the plane?” Jason asks over the phone as I lean against the wall right next to the elevator of Cory’s apartment, my heart in my throat.

      “Jason . . .” I say, my voice choked up and short.

      “Where are you? What’s wrong? Do you need me to come get you?”

      I shake my head despite him not being able to see me. I hate that he sounds so distraught, but thankful for such a wonderful brother all the same. Tears stream down my face and I slowly lower myself to the floor of the hallway, my suitcase propped up next to me, my emotions drowning me as I try to comprehend what’s sprinting through my head.

      “I need . . .” I choke on a sob and try to collect myself. Breathe in, breathe out.

      Breathe in.

      Breathe out.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Where are you? I’ll come there right now.”

      “That . . . might not be a good idea,” I say, slow and deliberate, trying not to hiccup sob again.

      Why am I so emotional?

      Because never in my life has a man talked to me like Cory just did—so passionate, so determined, so real. It’s like night and day to Ansel. Where he would never communicate, hide things, and not tell me his true feelings. Cory just bled it all out on the floor, showing me exactly where he stands and it was . . . too much.

      Too much to comprehend. Too much for me to handle in that moment, surrounded by him, his things, his fresh scent. My mind was whirling, buzzing, terrified of what I might say or not say. I had to leave to collect myself. Or at least to let myself feel without his eyes trained on me. I know for a fact if Cory saw me right now, he would do everything in his power to make sure I was okay, because that’s who he is. And this is something I need to figure out without him.

      “Why is that not a good idea?” Jason asks. I can hear Dottie in the background, asking him if everything is okay. He must cover the phone because I can hear him muffle out my name.

      “I’m in Cory’s apartment hallway right now.”

      “You’re what?” he asks, his voice growing with anger. “I love that man, but if he did something to you, you have to fucking tell me. Did he?”

      I shake my head again, the word, “No,” barely slipping past my lips before more tears return. “He . . . he did nothing wrong. Everything right actually.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Well, um . . . something happened between us last night, something sexual—”

      “Okay. Don’t need details, keep moving along.” His panicked voice actually makes me chuckle, easing the heavy burn in my chest.

      “I’ve had feelings for him for a while now and they all kind of crashed together last night and this morning, but before I could even talk to him about it all, he bolted.”

      “Yeah, he was pretty quick to leave.”

      “I talked to Monica about it and she convinced me to confront him. That’s why I asked for his address.”

      “So you went to his place and asked what’s up?”

      “Yeah.” My pulse starts to steady and the tears turn into watery eyes as Jason’s voice soothes me, calms me. “And to say he was surprised to see me is an understatement. It took a bit to get it out of him, but what he told me . . . Jason, it just about wrecked me.”

      “Shit, are you going to make me cry? You know I love him.”

      I chuckle some more. “It might make you cry, hold on to your loins.”

      “Dick is clutched, continue.”

      He’s so fucking weird, but this is exactly why I called him, because I knew he’d not only give me sage advice, but also make me feel better with his jokes and quirkiness.

      “He told me, and I quote, he doesn’t want to be my goddamn rebound.”

      Jason gasps and then sighs. “Fucking hell, now I want to go nuzzle his nips. Ugh, what a fucking baller thing to say. He doesn’t want to be your rebound, which means he wants more.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, what the fuck are you talking to me on the phone for? This is Cory Potter we’re talking about. Not only does he have the kind of baseball stats only a god can achieve, but he’s also one of the nicest humans to ever walk this planet.”

      “I know, I’m just . . . I’m scared, Jason.”

      “Can you stop drooling over Cory and give your sister some wise advice?” Dottie says over the phone, and I’m guessing at this point Jason put me on speaker.

      “I’m not drooling.”

      “You’re thrusting your hips,” Dottie counters with a knowing voice.

      “Just thinking about him gets me excited but I get it, this isn’t about me, this is about Natalie.” Clearing his voice and trying to be serious, he asks, “Why are you scared?”

      “Because, it’s too soon. He wants me to be his girlfriend . . . exclusively. He doesn’t want to be a fling or a random one-night stand. He wants more. It’s why he’s been so up and down with me because he knows where I’m at, fresh off divorce, trying to figure things out.”

      “Okay,” Jason says, his voice softer now. “Do you not want to be with him?”

      “That’s the thing. I do want to be with him. And that’s what’s scaring me because ever since I met him in person at the fundraiser, I haven’t been able to get him out of my head. I never thought in a million years he’d look my way, want to be friends with me, or even want more. I always considered him out of my league, so I never let myself feel for him, until the last few days, when I saw strain in his eyes, like he was holding back this big secret and couldn’t take it any longer.” Growing quiet, I say, “It was me. He was holding back his feelings for me and it just . . . hell, Jason, it opened the floodgates. I want him, just as much as he wants me, maybe even more.”

      “So what’s the problem?”

      “I don’t want him to be my rebound either, but I’m nervous I’m not ready for what Cory has to offer. I can see myself getting lost in him and that’s what I allowed with Ansel. I never found who I was until he drifted away. Cory is high profile, and just this past week I felt how consuming being near him can be. I don’t know if I’m mentally ready for Cory yet . . . but I want to be, so badly.”

      “I understand what you mean about Ansel. For a while there, I worried about you not reaching your potential. You were both . . . lost in each other, until he wasn’t.”

      “Exactly.” Until he definitely wasn’t. Until I wasn’t enough. “Now that I’m free of him, shouldn’t I focus on myself and not jump into something that could possibly be more intense than anything I had with Ansel?”

      Jason doesn’t answer and it makes me nervous, because usually he has the answer right away. Finally, he says, “I’m not saying this because I’m partial, but haven’t you been trying to date and keep coming up empty-handed?”

      “Yes, and that’s why I think maybe I should work on myself.”

      “It’s not you, Natalie, it’s you finding the right person. I saw the way you were with Cory this past week. The glances here and there, the easy way you two fell in step together. The laughing, the joking, the comradery. It’s there. It’s easy. Like it’s meant to be. Why would you want to pass on that because you’re scared it might be too much?”

      I look toward Cory’s apartment door, and it feels like an iron fist grips my heart, constricting the blood flow. “Because I failed once already,” I admit, the truth hitting me like a tidal wave. “If I fail with a man like Cory, what does that say about me?”

      “Without failure, none of us would be able to move forward. Failure is what propels us to the next chapter of our lives,” Jason says thoughtfully. “Ansel was a part of your life for a reason. He might go down in your book as a failure, but he’s also a reason why you’re where you are right now, sitting outside a great man’s apartment, trying to figure out if you want to take that step forward with his hand in yours.” He pauses. “I think you’d regret not seeing where this thing between you and Cory takes you. There’s something special there and I think you owe it to yourself to give it a shot.”

      Just like that, a new wave of tears fall down my cheeks. “You really think so?”

      “Yes,” Dottie says in the background just as a door opens down the hallway.

      My stomach drops and I turn to see Cory locking up, then he finds me, sitting on the floor of his apartment hallway, my giant bag next to me, tears streaming.

      Without a second thought, he comes charging toward me.

      “Hey, I have to go,” I say quickly into the phone. Just as I hang up, Cory is squatting down to my level, hand on my shoulder.

      His eyes search mine frantically as he lifts his hand and wipes away my tears. “What’s going on?” He surveys my body and then brings his eyes back up to mine. “Are you okay?”

      I try to smile, but it feels more like a flat line than anything as another tear falls down my cheek. “I’m fine.” I take a deep breath and look toward the ceiling. “I hate being emotional. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.” He stands and helps me to my feet. All traces of anger gone as he fawns over me, making sure I’m okay.

      It all comes crashing down. We just had one of the most intense conversations of my life, open and honest, Cory poured his heart out to me and instead of saying anything, settling the twist that’s probably turning in his stomach, I left.

      If it was Ansel, or probably any other person, if they saw me crying in the hallway, they wouldn’t ask if I was okay, help me to stand, show deep concern . . . only Cory.

      And that’s when everything Jason said clicks. I would regret it if I didn’t give Cory a chance, if I don’t put my past aside, the fear of another failed relationship, and try to move forward. And Cory’s words float through my heart, strengthening my resolve. “You’re beautiful, Natalie. Don’t let your ex dictate what you feel about yourself any longer. He’s blind and extremely stupid. Because you? You’re extraordinary.” Two men I trust. Two men who believe in me.

      Mustering up all the courage I have, I turn toward him and reach out to take his hand in mine. He doesn’t shy away, but he doesn’t squeeze back. He lends out his hand for my comfort and I soak it all in.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “I told you, you don’t have to apologize, Natalie.”

      “I do,” I say quickly before I lose my courage. “I should have said something in your apartment. I shouldn’t have left like that. I was overwhelmed and didn’t know how to handle it all.” He starts to talk, but I press my fingers to his lips. “Please, let me explain.” He nods and continues to gaze into my eyes. His attention gives me joy, another thing I’m now aware Ansel never gave me. He always had one eye on the TV. Or his phone. Or the computer. Always. “I’m scared because what I feel for you is new and strong and feels like it could easily consume me.”

      “I know what you mean.” This time he squeezes my hand.

      “And I thought that maybe I needed to slow down, figure out myself first, because I don’t want you to be my rebound either, Cory. I want you to be so much more, but I realized, the more I wait, the more I try to figure things out, the more and more I will yearn for you, for your touch, for your warmth. I got a taste of it in St. Croix and I already know I need more. This is terrifying to me, jumping into another relationship right after a failed marriage because there’s risk of failure again. But I honestly don’t think I could get on that elevator and walk away. Not without knowing I’m exclusively yours.”

      His eyes soften and his chest deflates in relief as he pulls me into a hug and wraps his arms around my shoulders. “Are you sure?” he asks, his voice in disbelief. “I want you to want this, not because I put it out there. I know this isn’t exactly what you were looking for.”

      “I wasn’t,” I admit. “I wasn’t necessarily looking for a connection this strong, but here it is and there is nothing I can do about it other than live in the moment and accept the fact that you’re what I want, right now. Who I want.”

      He puts distance between us so he can look me in the eyes. There’s a pinch to his brow as he asks, “I want to date, Natalie. This isn’t casual for me.”

      “This isn’t casual for me either,” I quickly say. “Nothing about the feelings I have for you is casual. It would be so much easier if they were, but they came in fast and strong and even if I wanted to, I don’t think I could shake them.”

      He rests his forehead against mine and says, “Same. I tried.” He chuckles. “Fuck, did I try, especially when I thought you were still married. But you stuck with me.” He lifts my chin and says, “Didn’t help that you were waltzing around our hotel room in a nightgown, braless, or those other matching pajamas for that matter.”

      “Most of the time, it was out of comfort, other times it was to get your attention.”

      “It worked.” He chuckles. “The amount of times I jacked off in the shower should be a sin. You were driving me crazy.”

      He strokes his hand over my hair, his eyes trained on mine the whole time. “What about you walking around with your shirt off all the time, did you think that was easy for me?”

      “Yes.”

      I poke his side and he grips me tightly, right before lowering his mouth to my lips and pressing his lips against mine. “So . . . are we really doing this?”

      I nod. “We are.”

      “And you’re sure?”

      “Could not be more sure.”

      “Good.” He presses another light kiss across my lips and before I can revel in it, he pulls away. “Then let’s get you home.”

      “Wait . . . what?” I ask, stepping away to see if he’s serious. “You want to take me home?” I look down the hallway. “But your apartment is right there, a few feet away, with multiple fucking surfaces.”

      He laughs out loud, his head flying back while he grips me tighter with his arms, forcing me to rest my head against his chin. The rumble of his laugh flows through me and I commit the feeling to memory, letting it sink beneath the layer of my skin.

      “I want to take things slow with you, Natalie.”

      “After you dry-humped my ass, isn’t that a little backward?”

      He shakes his head, puts his hand in mine, linking our palms, and then takes my suitcase with the other one and presses the down button on the elevator. “That was me losing control, before I knew dating you was an option. That was me clinging to anything I could to fill the hole that was burned into me during vacation. A desperate man.”

      “So now you’re going to hold out on me?”

      He presses a kiss to my temple. “I’m doing this right. I never really gave much thought to a relationship before, and now I know this is what I want, I don’t want to give myself any opportunity to ruin it. So yeah, I’m going to hold out on you. I’m going to get to know you. Take you out. Hold your hand in public, sneak kisses when I can, and when the time comes, I’m going to spread you out naked on my bed and make love to you.” My body shivers as he lowers his mouth to my ear and whispers, “And then I’m going to fuck you across my entire apartment. Sound like a plan?”

      Unable to form words, as visuals of Cory fucking me on every surface of his apartment cross my mind, I nod my head, really liking his plan.

      The elevator dings and we both get on, Cory never letting go of my hand.

      On the way down, I ask, “Where were you headed when you came out of your apartment?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know, really. I was just going to start walking until I felt like my head was clear. Pretty sure if I didn’t find you in the hallway, I’d be walking all day and through the night.”

      “Well, I guess you don’t have to worry about wearing out the tread on your shoes now.”

      He smiles at me and then wraps his arm around my shoulders again, kissing the top of my head. I melt into his embrace, wondering if this is how our relationship will be. He treasures me. He’s done that from the beginning if I think hard about it. I understand now why he was guarded, and it wasn’t to frustrate me, but to keep his heart safe. And that tells me everything I need to know about this man. He sees me as someone who could hurt him. Me. Which means he’s going to protect my heart too.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re so manly wheeling my bag around for me.”

      He chuckles and says, “Want me to roll it into your bedroom?”

      “Last door on the right, I would be so grateful. How about I order us some pizza? Are you hungry?”

      He rolls my suitcase down the hallway of my apartment and quickly appears, hands in his sweats pockets. “I should actually get going.” My hope of a night of Cory tumbles down. “Ah shit, don’t give me those sad eyes.” He walks up to me and takes my hand in his only to bring it up to his lips and press a kiss across my knuckles. “I should really get a workout in and get my life sorted after vacation. Schedule some time in the cages as well.”

      “I understand,” I say, knowing full well the time and dedication being a professional baseball player takes.

      He sighs and lifts my chin to his mouth where he works his lips along mine. Soft but intense at the same time, he sends shivers down my limbs with every pass of his mouth, and I can feel how much he regrets not hanging out with me tonight.

      When he pulls away, he asks, “Can I take you out tomorrow night?”

      “Yeah?” He nods. “I would love to. Are we talking fancy or fun?”

      “Up to you. Do you want fancy or fun?”

      “Would it be cliché to say fancy? I really want to dress up for you.”

      His hand falls to the small of my back as the corner of his lips turn up. “Dress up, huh? Does that mean a tight dress where I can see all of your curves?”

      “Is that what you want?”

      He nods and bites his bottom lip. “Especially something that shows off your ass.”

      “Cory Potter.” I press my hand against my chest, feigning innocence. “Are you an ass man?”

      “I wasn’t until the first day on the boat in St. Croix, when I caught the sight of half your ass cheeks out in the sun.”

      “Ugh, that bathing suit was a mistake. I didn’t think it was going to be so revealing.”

      “I’m not complaining at all. If you want to wear that tomorrow night, by all means, feel free.”

      I chuckle. “So you’re not one of those men who goes all alpha on their girl and doesn’t want other people staring at them?”

      He reaches around me with both arms and says, “They can stare all they want, because there’s one thing for sure, I know exactly who you’re going out with . . . and that’s me.”
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      “I can’t believe you’re going to be my brother-in-law. Carson thought he was so cool marrying into the family, well look who also has a golden ticket to the land of Potter.” Jason points both of his thumbs at himself like a cheese dick. “Me. This guy right here.”

      I lift a forty-five-pound plate onto my bench press bar and then work my way to the bench. “Glad to see you’re not making a big deal out of this.”

      “Do you even know me?” Jason asks, walking around the bar to spot me. He showed up while I was on my last rounds of working out. I just finished in the cages, getting some tee work in so I could loosen my back, and I’m finishing out with some weightlifting. Nothing too serious, but just prepping my body for when I turn up the dial on preseason workouts. “Big deal is my middle name.”

      I grip the bar, position my hands so they’re just right, and then lift the bar off the rack. The weight sits immediately into my shoulders and chest, enough that I know this is my last round. With precision, I slowly lower the bar down until it hovers just above my chest and then in an explosive move, I force it back up with a quick press.

      Slow and then fast.

      Slow and then fast.

      I repeat this move eight times and on the last one, I feel my entire body shake just like it should as I make it to the rack just in time. I sit up and drape my arms over my legs, catching my breath from the exertion.

      Thirty-five and I can fucking feel it. I know my career is coming to a sharp end soon, but I’m going to stick it out for as long as I can. And this year means more to me than any other year because after such a shitty second half of the season last year, analysts are starting to wonder if my “producing” years are over.

      Even though I can feel the ache in my bones right now, I know it will subside once I immerse myself fully. The first few days back are always the hardest, but with each passing day it will get better and better. I treat my body with respect, which is one of the reasons I’ve never been seriously injured during a season. I eat extremely well, work out almost every day, and I’m a big proponent for aftercare, making sure you spend time in the training room, icing, massaging, returning your body back to where it was so you’re fresh for the next day. It’s why I also haven’t had time for a relationship.

      But with Natalie, that’s going to be different.

      Hell, all I wanted to do yesterday was lounge on her couch with her and share a pizza, but I also knew that since my head was on straight, I needed to get a small workout in, something to help me break vacation mode.

      That doesn’t mean I didn’t call her last night and talk for over an hour about pretty much nothing.

      And it doesn’t mean I didn’t text her this morning, asking if she was excited for our date tonight. Or that I haven’t text her throughout the day when I’ve had a chance.

      From the conversation we had last night, attentiveness is important with her. That and open communication. It was a brief mention of her ex, but it was something I picked up on quickly and made a mental note of it. She deserves so much more than that guy gave her, and even though my life is crazy and will pick up quickly, there are two things I’ll handle well—communicating and being attentive.

      Jason removes the weight from the bar for me and says, “She said you’re taking her out tonight. Where you headed?”

      I turn toward him, still catching my breath. Even though Jason is annoying at times—funny annoying—I know he’s the reason Natalie didn’t leave my building yesterday. When we were driving to Natalie’s place, she told me she was talking to Jason on the phone when I found her in the hallway, and that he gave her the courage to give us a try.

      And for that, I will always be grateful.

      “I thought about it and she said she wanted fancy last night, and what’s more fancy then Neptune’s Rooftop?”

      “Oh . . . damn.” Jason’s mouth falls open. “You got a reservation?” I give him a look and he laughs. “Of course you did. You’re Cory Fucking Potter. Did you by any chance get that reservation for three?”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “In your dreams.”

      “Yes, yes, it has been in my dreams.”

      “You’re fucking ridiculous.” I stand and bring my arms up and over my head, stretching. “I’m headed to get some ice and work my muscles.”

      “Mind if I follow you?” When I glance back at him, he holds up his hands and laughs. “Not in a creepy, I’m stalking you way, but I would like to talk to you about something.”

      “About Natalie?” He nods, so I take him by the shoulder and walk him down to the training room. “What’s on your mind?” I swoosh the door open and let him in first. There are two trainers working but for the most part, the stadium is pretty dead. It’s one of my favorite times of the year. You get to train, but in peace, without the hustle and bustle of everyone getting ready for the next game.

      We head to two black training tables where there are percussive therapy devices set up. I pick one up, stretch my legs out in front of me and get to work. I glance up at Jason and say, “Are you going to speak?”

      “Yeah, sorry.” He shakes his head and then asks, “Do you do this after every training?”

      I chuckle from his change of subject. “Yes. It’s vital. It’s why I haven’t been seriously injured. Something you should consider given your position as catcher.”

      He slowly nods and then asks, “Think you can help me with my cool down, show me what you do? I want to be able to play when I’m older, and we all know being a catcher puts a shorter timeline on my career.”

      I pat his back. “I got you. Now tell me what you want to talk about.”

      “Yeah.” He sits on the table across from me, his eyes fixed on where I’m using the Theragun on my quads. “I don’t want to come in here like a big brother and try to scare you off, but I do feel like I have the responsibility to tell you something about my sister.”

      “Anything that will help make this relationship grow, I’m all ears.”

      He smiles softly at me. “I’m sure she’s talked about her ex, how he cheated on her, the lack of communication, all of that.”

      “Yeah, how you didn’t destroy the motherfucker with your bat is beyond me.”

      “She told me when we were on an impromptu vacation. I almost flew back to the States in my bathing suit to murder him. She told me he wasn’t worth my time. Still not sure I agree with that.”

      “Me neither,” I answer honestly, unsure of how any man could treat a woman so terribly. Or anyone for that matter. I’ve always prided myself on being kind to people, no matter who they are. Although, if I ever saw Ansel in person, not quite sure how kind I’d be.

      “But he damaged her self-esteem. She considered you out of her league, that she wasn’t good enough, and she thinks she’s damaged goods. I know I don’t have to say this to you, but I figured I would anyway. If you’re not serious about her, please don’t go far with this only to break her heart. I’m not sure what it would do to her.”

      I nod, hating that Natalie, this beautiful and vibrant woman who captured me with just a smile from across the room, could have so much self-doubt.

      I switch off the Theragun and level with Jason. “I appreciate you telling me that. And I’ll be honest with you. Milly has been trying to get me to date for a long time, and I’ve turned down the idea repeatedly. But then I saw your sister at your fundraiser. I saw her smile first, heard her laugh second, and then fell for her eyes third. Something shifted inside me that night. I called Milly afterward, telling her all about my conversation with Natalie, how I was going to ask her out, how I felt this connection, this strong pull that I’ve never felt before. And when she told me Natalie was married”—I shake my head—“I felt defeated. Luckily for me, no one knew she was going through a divorce. I didn’t know that until St. Croix. My point is, I know she’s special and not because of what people have told me about her, but from the way my body reacted to her. I’ve never wanted a relationship during a season until her, and I’ll be damned if I don’t make sure it works out.”

      I haven’t seen this side of Jason Orson before. Completely serious. Devoted. Straight-faced. Natalie is lucky that she has him in her corner. And now she has me.

      “That’s all I wanted to hear.”
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        * * *

      

      Standing tall, I knock on Natalie’s door and then stick my hands in my pants pockets. I’m not going to lie . . . I’m a little nervous.

      After I left the stadium, I spent a good hour—yeah, a fucking hour—trying to decide what to wear. The thing about Neptune’s Rooftop is they have a strict dress code and I only have a few suits that fit me right now. I’ve put on some muscle, so the shoulders and arms are tight on my jackets, leaving me with two options. I chose my navy suit, paired it with a light blue button-up—thankfully we don’t have to wear a tie—and styled my hair with more product than normal. I must have looked at every angle of my body at least a dozen times before I left to come pick up Natalie and finally settled with “hopefully she thinks I look good.”

      I wait impatiently, desperate to see her again. It’s been twenty-four hours, and after spending a week with her at my side almost every hour, it feels like a lifetime since I’ve been able to look directly into her deep blue eyes.

      Heels click across the floor, announcing her approach.

      Holy.

      Fuck.

      Hair curled in that wavy way I like, she’s holding on to the door edge, wearing one of the hottest dresses I’ve ever seen. It doesn’t have a deep neckline showing off her tits, and it’s not short, giving me a peek at her legs, but it is skintight, so I’m enjoying every inch of her fantastic curves. And when I say skintight, I mean there is no doubt in my mind she’s not wearing underwear right now.

      The dress crosses over her delicate collarbone and suctions all the way down her sleek arms. Her chest is framed, highlighting her large breasts, only to be deceived by her waist and then flare out at her hips and ass. The dress falls just past her knees, and she’s paired the maroon color with nude heels that make her calves look fucking phenomenal.

      She fucking showed up tonight, and I’m feeling like I’m not dressed up enough to be taking this girl out on my arm.

      I drag my hand over my mouth and take her in one more time. When my eyes return to her face, she’s blushing, but also has a sense of pride in her eyes—just what I like to see.

      Reaching out, I slide my hand along her waist, loving the buttery feel of the fabric of the dress, and I lower my lips to her ear. “You look insanely sexy, Natalie.” I take in a whiff of her perfume and sigh. “And you fucking smell like heaven.” I move my lips across her jaw, to her mouth where I angle her mouth upward and press a light kiss.

      She sighs against my mouth and grips the lapels of my jacket when I pull away. Looking up at me, a light sparkle in her eyes, she says, “I should not be able to see your muscles in a suit. It’s not fair.”

      I chuckle and reply, “I would not be surprised if the back of this jacket rips its seams from how tight it is. I’ve been lifting more than I thought.”

      “Oh, the big man has muscles, huh?” she asks in a teasing tone, squeezing my biceps.

      “You know I do.” I take her hand in mine and say, “Ready to go?”

      “Ready.” She shuts her door and locks up and we both head to the elevator.

      Once we’re out on the street, I help her into my Jaguar F-TYPE that’s with an attendant and hand the guy a tip.

      When I hop into the driver’s side, she stares at me in shock and says, “We took public transportation yesterday, why not this?” She rubs her hand over the dashboard and then looks at me, lust in her eyes. “It’s really sexy.”

      Chuckling, I roar the engine to life and say, “I’ll remember that for next time.” Before pulling out on the street, I press my hand to her thigh and keep it there, wanting to make contact with her. I might not be around all the time, but when I’m with her, I will always show her how much I want her near me.

      “Where are we headed?” she asks, moving her hand over mine. It’s a simple move, one I’ve seen Milly do with Carson, but it sends a thrill up my arm. This is what I didn’t know I wanted. This easy contact, having someone you can be intimate with, not just sex.

      Switching lanes, I look over my shoulder and then say, “Neptune’s.”

      “Seriously?” she asks. “You got a reservation like that? No problem? Did you have someone call for you?”

      “Hell no. I take care of my girl myself. I called, told them my name and they hung up on me, not believing a word of it. So I went there in person and asked for a reservation. I think they felt really bad about hanging up, and they reserved a table for us.”

      “They felt bad? They probably ate their own feet.” She laughs. “You know, when I said fancy, I didn’t mean go to the most sought-after place in Illinois.”

      “Go big or go home.”

      “Setting the bar high, Potter.”

      Squeezing her thigh, I say, “When it goes downhill from here, just remember, I went to the restaurant in person to make reservations. That’s commitment.”

      “It earned you quite a few points, that’s for sure.” And then speaking behind her hand she whispers, “Not that you needed them in the first place.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, you win at life,” Natalie says, leaning back in her chair and chewing on a piece of my steak. “Ugh, I’m so mad I didn’t get that now.”

      I stare at her half-eaten pasta dish and say, “Want to trade?”

      Her eyes flash up to mine, her thick eyelashes making the blue stand out even more brilliantly. “You would be willing to risk carbs for me?”

      “If it would make you happy, sure.”

      “Oh, Cory Potter.” She shakes her head. “You have this dating thing down. But that’s okay, you enjoy your steak.”

      I stare at her for a few seconds and then cut the rest of my steak in half. I cut it up and then reach for her plate. I dump half her pasta on my plate, the cut-up steak onto her plate, and hand it back to her. “There, now we can both enjoy everything together.”

      Her lips twist together as she attempts to hold back her smile. She doesn’t lift her fork to start eating, instead, she stares at me, taking me in, a look of disbelief on her face.

      “What?” I ask, after I swallow. “What’s that look for?”

      “You just shared your steak with me. Your yummy, melt-in-your-mouth, orgasmic steak.”

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “You liked the steak, I like you, therefore . . . it’s yours.” I give her a wink and dip my fork into her creamy pasta. Yeah, this is so not on the eating plan but hey, that’s what extra workouts are for, right?

      “You’re unbelievable, Cory.”

      “I hope in a good way.”

      “The best way.” She sits up and stabs a piece of meat with her fork. Right before putting it in her mouth, she says, “What kind of dating life did you have back in Baltimore? I know you didn’t have any relationships, but did you ever take anyone out?”

      I shake my head. “Not really. Didn’t want to lead anyone on, you know?”

      “And you weren’t celibate?” I lift one single eyebrow at her, causing her to laugh and cover her mouth. “Okay, we both know you weren’t. But how did that work? Did they sign an NDA?”

      “Is this stuff you really want to know?”

      “I mean . . . sort of. It’s interesting to me.”

      I bring my napkin up to my mouth, dab, finish chewing and then rest my hand on the table, twirling my wineglass by the stem. Communication and honesty. That’s what this girl wants, so that’s what I’ll give her. “I had an NDA, yeah. Asking the girl to sign it was always weird and uncomfortable, but it was necessary.”

      “God, how awkward.” She laughs. “Let’s have sex, but first, sign on the dotted line to see my dick.”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, not the finest moment for a professional baseball player, but we all had them. It’s something your agent talks to you about and forces you to adhere to. Some teams encourage them as well.”

      “So crazy.” She sips her wine and says, “So any crazy fan stories you want to share?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, any girls a little too aggressive trying to get back up to your hotel room?”

      “You know”—I study her for a second—“these are questions I’d never want to know about you. I wouldn’t want to think about you with someone else.”

      “Well, that’s because I’ve only ever been with one other man.” She shrugs. “My stories are lame. Unless you consider giving Ansel a hand job in a Wendy’s parking lot, thrilling.”

      “Yeah, think I’ll pass on the details of the Wendy’s hand job.”

      “You sure? There’s a drive-in story attached to it and a free frosty.”

      I hold up my hand. “Really, I’m good.”

      “Fair enough.” She grows quiet for a second and then looks up at me through her lashes. “You know, what we did in St. Croix, I’m pretty sure that was the most exciting thing I’ve ever done, and we didn’t even . . . you know.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I say through clenched teeth, thinking back to how amazing she felt up against me, riding my cock with a layer of fabric between us.

      “You got me off multiple times and I haven’t even truly felt you, held you in my hand. How is that possible?”

      “Trust me, Natalie, if you know what you’re doing as a guy, it’s very possible . . . as you experienced.”

      “I guess so.” Her cheeks stain red and then she clears her throat, moving her fork around on her plate. Is she thinking what I’m thinking? The morning we left, her ass up in the air, my cock grinding unapologetically against her until we both came with a roar? Because I feel like I have that moment in my head on replay most of the time. “Are you thinking about when I rode you?” she asks, whispering now.

      We’re seated at a faraway table, a very exclusive spot where no one can bother us. The rooftop is covered in heat lamps so even though we’re outside, enjoying the winter air of Chicago, it doesn’t feel like we’re outside from the fireplace in front of us, and the heat lamps above. It’s actually quite comfortable, but just in case she is cold, I offered her my jacket. She said maybe later she’ll take me up on my offer.

      There isn’t another patron in sight, but it seems like Natalie is shy when it comes about actually voicing what she’s thinking, at least in public.

      I run my tongue over my teeth and say, “No, I was thinking about your perfect, fuckable ass in my hands as I ground my dick on you.”

      Her eyes turn lusty and she looks away, a smirk pulling at the corner of her maroon-stained lips.

      “Oh, yes, that was . . . different too.” She picks up a piece of non-existent lint and asks, “How often do you think about it?”

      “Often enough to make me uncomfortable.”

      She chuckles. “Will there be a repeat tonight?”

      “No,” I answer.

      Her eyes spring up to mine in surprise. “No? So yesterday wasn’t a one-time thing? You’re really not going to have sex with me?”

      “Nope.” I bring my wineglass to my mouth and sip. “I’m dating you, Natalie. Which means, we take it slow.”

      “Jason did the same thing to Dottie, you know.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “He told her he wanted to date her right, take things slow. Pretty sure she won him over in a few shorts days.”

      I take the last bite of my steak. “Jason has no willpower. Don’t forget the hotel room. I wanted you that first fucking night.”

      “Yeah, but you snapped the minute I scraped a fingernail over your penis.”

      I chuckle from the way she said penis. “Yeah, but you’ve shown me the goods, Natalie. And I’ve tasted them. Tasted you. That will hold me over until I can have you again.”

      “Oh my God.” She laughs and tosses her napkin at me. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      I take her napkin and fold it up, setting it nicely on the table. “But did you notice, I didn’t hand out the goods, and you’re the one who keeps bringing up sex.” I quirk a brow at her. “See how that works?”

      “Wow, Cory . . . just wow.” The smile I’m addicted to stretches across her face while she folds her arms over her chest and shakes her head. “Maybe you aren’t good at this dating thing.”

      “Nah, I’m amazing at it.” I stare at our plates and ask, “Dessert?”

      “Oh, we’re having dessert,” she says, her voice rising in challenge. “You’re paying and I’m getting all of the desserts.”

      Fuck. I like her so goddamn much.
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        * * *

      

      “The mousse, easily.”

      I nod in agreement, licking my spoon, trying to get all the flavor off it. “It was the raspberry compote. That shit was really good.”

      Natalie dips her finger in the bowl and swipes the side. “Really fucking good.” I watch her stick her finger in her mouth and lick it clean. She’s not making it sexual in any way, but it still doesn’t stop my dick from stirring from the sight of her sucking hard.

      I cough into my hand and say, “Want to get another one?”

      “Seriously?” she asks in surprise.

      “Yeah, why the fuck not? We’re adults.”

      She glances at the half-eaten cheesecake and says, “What about that?”

      “I’ll take it home, have it as a late-night snack at some point. Come on, indulge with me.”

      She pats her stomach and lets out a long sigh. “Fine, but if I have a food belly when I stand up, you’re going to have to accept that it’s on you, not me.”

      “I’ll make sure to hold your food belly in my palm, as if it’s my own baby.”

      I call the waitress over and order another mousse, telling her it was the best thing we tasted all night and we need more. She was very happy to oblige, which I’m sure she was since the dessert is thirty-two dollars a pop. Ridiculous, but worth it.

      “You never told me about a crazy fangirl story.”

      We scooted our chairs a little closer so we’re not directly across the table anymore, but more side by side. I made the excuse that I didn’t trust her around the dessert and accused her of swiping it before I could have a taste. But honestly, it’s because I wanted to touch her.

      Reaching behind her chair, I drape my arm on the back and pick up a piece of her hair, twirling it in my finger. “I thought I got away with that conversation.”

      “No way. I’ve been waiting for the right moment to bring it up again. Don’t be shy.” She pokes my leg. “Tell me.”

      “Fine, but you asked for this.”

      “I did.” She leans on the table, facing me, which pulls the strand of hair out of my finger. I settle for her shoulder. Her skin is so damn soft.

      I think back to probably the most horrifying moment of my young career and can’t hold back my grimace, followed by a laugh.

      “Oh, it’s good, I can tell.” She sets her hand on my thigh. “Entertain me.”

      Drawing small circles on her shoulder, I say, “I was fresh from the minors, I think second year in with the Storm. I was still getting my feet wet and learning my way around the outside world and the attention I was getting. Like a douche, I was out at some club with some of the guys. I wasn’t much of a dancer, but I knew I wanted to hook up.”

      “Classic.” She chuckles and rolls her eyes.

      “There were these girls that kept trying to get VIP access into our suite that overlooked the club. Mind you, Baltimore wasn’t the place for clubbing, but there was one establishment downtown that we would go to. Good music, drinks, and they treated us like kings.”

      “Because you’re the hometown heroes. Let me guess, you didn’t pay for much?”

      “Not really. They were just happy to have us there. They would tweet about it whenever we showed up; it’s why there was a line of groupies always waiting outside to be let in. Bogsie was on the team at the time.”

      “Brad Bogsie?”

      Surprised she knows who I’m talking about, I nod. “Yeah.” I lean forward and press a kiss to her cheek. “Kind of hot you knew that.”

      “Brother is a baseball player, so it’s in my blood to know those things.”

      “Well, Bogsie was a huge player before he met his wife and settled down. I honestly am surprised he didn’t wear his dick down from how much action he chased. He was always in charge of vetting the girls before they came in, but one crazy one slipped by without us knowing. She had her eyes set on me and made it known.”

      “Please tell me how,” Natalie says, far too amused by all of this.

      “It started innocent. Sitting on my leg, arm around my shoulder, practically speaking with her breasts.”

      “Ah yes, I do love a good nipple talk.”

      I chuckle and kiss her again because fuck, she’s amazing. “We were just enjoying the music, she would lean in occasionally and nip at my neck, simple shit, you know, and then “In Da Club” came on and it was like Pavlov’s dog-type shit. She straightened in my arms, twitched a few times, and then whipped her top down so her tits were smacking my face.”

      “Wait, what?” Natalie laughs out loud. “She slapped you with her boobs?”

      “Straight-up lifted her tit and slapped my cheek. I was so fucking caught off guard, I didn’t know what to do. Meanwhile, Bogsie is on the other side, watching her lift her breast to my face, attempting to give me a black eye and he kept encouraging her. Hit him again, hit him again, he called.” Natalie laughs so loud, she draws attention from another table. “Encouraged from the chants, she straddled my lap, lifted up on her knees, gripped my shoulders and whipped her chest so hard that the pillows of her breast felt like a goddamn mallet cutting across my cheek.”

      “Oh, this is too good.” Natalie wipes under her eye.

      “I could barely see as whack after whack took over. It was hard to breathe, hard to gain control. I was being heavily motorboated to death. Her nipples were like razors, slicing at my face and the sheer power behind this woman’s ‘shimmy’ could have taken down any Navy SEAL.”

      Natalie’s head falls back as she laughs, and I take in the long length of her neck. She has no idea how hot she looks right now.

      “So you got a black eye?” she finally asks.

      “Oh, I’m not done.”

      “There’s more?” Her eyes nearly fly out of her head. “What else could she have done to you?”

      “Oh, so much more.” I clear my throat as Natalie leans an elbow on the table, totally engrossed by my story. “So she’s batting me with her boobs, right?” Natalie snorts and nods. “And in the moment I was like, what the fuck do I do? I don’t want to be rude or look weak in front of my friends.”

      “Because a tit to the face isn’t your worst day,” Natalie cuts in.

      “Exactly.” I chuckle. “So I grip the girl’s hips, thinking maybe she’ll get the hint to slow down.” I shake my head. “Not the case.”

      Natalie’s lips twitch with humor.

      “Apparently my hands to her hips was a secret signal to this girl to start dry-humping me right there in the middle of the club. She released her tits, gripped my shoulders, and started bouncing up and down on my lap.”

      “Her very own pogo stick.”

      “If only.” I shift and run my hand down her thigh. “She wasn’t just bouncing up and down, she was crashing. Using my cock as a jump pad. Boom, boom, boom. Every beat of “In Da Club” that rattled the walls, also rattled my bones as she haphazardly collided onto my cock.”

      “Oh God.” Natalie is in a fit of laughter now.

      “And then she stopped. Out of nowhere, she paused, looked me in the eyes, truly as if a switch flipped and she realized in fact she was a human and she smiled . . . right before lifting up to the highest point she could, and slamming down again. The blow buckled me over into her chest, which she thought was a good sign but in fact, I was hoping she didn’t just break my dick.” Natalie cackles. “From there it only got worse. She was relentless, grinding so hard on my broken rod, that I truly—and I’ll still hold my hand to heart when I say this—I truly think she was trying to turn my cock into applesauce.”

      “Oh my God.” Natalie is bent over, gripping the table, sucking in air just as the waitress brings us our second dessert . . . or third I guess.

      She takes a long look at Natalie, and I just give her a polite thank you, hoping she moves on, which she does.

      Hand on her back, I ask, “Are you going to be okay?”

      Natalie shakes her head and says in between giggles, “Applesauce,” then she busts out some more.

      Well, seems like she’s busy. Guess I’ll just start on this dessert by myself.
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      “I had the best time.” I release my seat belt and turn toward Cory. His jacket is draped over my shoulders, his masculine scent seeping into my bones, and his hand is on my thigh, where it was when we first started driving back to my place . . . or almost the entire night for that matter.

      “I had a great time too,” he says, turning the car off and facing me as well.

      I poke his chest playfully and say, “I still can’t believe you took advantage of my laughing fit and started eating the dessert without me.”

      “Still not sorry about it,” he says. “Don’t worry though, while you were in the bathroom, I ordered another just for you, it’s in the bag.”

      “Are you serious?”

      He reaches out, runs his thumb over my bottom lip, his eyes looking hazy as he stares at me. “Of course. You liked it so much, I wanted to make sure you got one more bite of it . . . or several for that matter.”

      I press my hand to his chest and ask, “Are you always this thoughtful?”

      “I try to be.” His hand cups my jaw and he brings me in closer, as his other hand slides higher up my thigh, causing a twitching sensation to float up to where my leg connects with my hip when his thumb connects with my inner thigh. “Thank you for going out with me tonight. My time is going to be more and more limited, so I’m sorry if I ask you out with late notice or have to cancel. Please know, it’s not by choice.”

      “Cory,” I sigh into his touch. “My brother is your teammate, are you forgetting that? I know what’s coming up for you and how you are get ready for spring training right now. You don’t need to worry about me.”

      “I do,” he says quickly. “I don’t want you associating me with the way your ex treated you.”

      “I know you won’t. You’re nothing like Ansel. Just from sharing a room with you, I know you’re nothing like him.” And it’s true, Cory really is one of the most considerate men I’ve ever met.

      “I’ll try to take you out as much as I can before I have to report to spring training. Okay? Because when the season starts, it’s going to be harder.”

      “You know I’m going to be happy with just being with you, right? You don’t need to take me out.”

      “I do.” He leans in, dragging his thumb over my cheek. “I want to. You deserve to be taken out.”

      My breath hitches in my chest when he closes the last few inches and brings his lips to mine.

      This still feels so new—unbelievable—that Cory Potter kisses me freely, whenever he wants, that he has claimed my mouth as his and no one else’s. It’s unreal that I get to call him my boyfriend, that I get to spend alone time with him, tease him, joke with him, see the real him.

      It’s moments like right now, when he’s telling me exactly what he’s feeling, that makes falling for this man inevitable.

      If I’m honest, the first time I introduced myself to him at The Lineup fundraiser, I knew there was something special about him, and it wasn’t his ability to annihilate a ball with a bat. It’s his personality. He’s a family man, a kind brother, a thoughtful friend, just a true joy to be around, because his laugh and his smile make you happy. I crushed on him that day and as time went by, every time I ran into him, that crush grew.

      I tried to deny it, I tried to convince myself I wasn’t good enough, but he wouldn’t let me see it that way. Instead he makes me feel beautiful and worthy of love.

      Worthy of him.

      I slide my hand up his chest, to his neck as I part my lips, letting him slip his tongue into my mouth. He tastes like wine and raspberry compote, and lust. It’s dizzying, especially when his hand keeps inching higher and higher up my thigh.

      I feel like a teenager, making out with my guy in the car, just waiting to be busted, but luckily, Cory’s windows are tinted so you can’t see anything, which makes our make-out session that much more intense.

      Groaning into my mouth, his tongue glides against mine and then he brings his mouth to my jaw, the hand that was on my thigh, sliding up my stomach now to my breast. I gasp into his mouth when he squeezes, surprised but also excited that he’s not keeping this completely PG.

      “You’re so fucking sexy,” he says, landing kisses down my neck and then back up. “Everything about you, your heart, your smile, your mind . . .”

      Chills scatter over my limbs, causing me to shiver in his grasp as he continues to massage my breast, my nipple poking past my bra so he can play with it, swiping it back and forth.

      God, the way he makes me feel, like I’m about to explode with need, as if with every kiss, it builds and builds and builds inside me, waiting to be sent off into a fury of pleasure.

      “Your lips are so soft,” he says, moving his mouth over mine again.

      The feeling inside me, this need for this man, it’s about to burst at the seams. If I don’t exit out of this vehicle soon, I might just hop over the console and straddle him. But, God, the feel of him under my palm, his thick pecs, bunching and twitching beneath my touch. I lower my hand to his stomach where he sucks in a sharp breath, his abs rolling, contracting. His fingers pluck at my nipple, which sends waves of hot lust between my legs. I shift as I start to throb for him, needing more. So much more.

      “God,” I whisper against his mouth before driving my tongue deep inside, moving my fingers across each divot of his abs, wishing I could rip his shirt off and press my tongue against his warm skin.

      The grip on my jaw grows tighter and I can feel it in the air, the pressure building, the yearning, as we both grapple at each other, needing more, wanting more.

      I move my hand farther down to his belt, and he groans into my mouth, his hips moving. He drops one hand to my backside, yanking me closer. I lift my chin as he moves his lips down my neck again, sucking, biting, claiming me as his.

      He could not feel any better, his hot mouth trailing fresh kisses along my skin and then back up to my lips where he pushes his tongue inside, swiping it against mine. I match every stroke. Our self-control has slipped in the matter of seconds, and what was probably supposed to be an innocent kiss, turned into a frenzy of groping and touching.

      I want more, so much more. I move my hand farther down until it connects with his rock-hard erection.

      “Fuck,” he groans into my mouth, spurring me on even further as nerves and excitement both light up my body. I’ve only grazed him at this point, I haven’t actually felt him, and even though the fabric of his dress pants is blocking me from having him in my hand, what I’m feeling right now is telling me one thing . . . I am one lucky girl.

      Really lucky.

      I mean . . . really fucking lucky.

      He’s so big. So long and wide. I can’t even imagine what it would feel like to have him inside me. I can’t wait to know how it feels to have him thrust so hard into me, that he shakes the bed, slaps our skin, rattles the very floor of my apartment.

      “God, I want you. I fucking need you,” he says, up into my ear. I know he does, I can feel it, but I also know he wants to take this slow and both of us are out of control. If I squeeze his cock right now, I’m not sure he’d be able to stop.

      I know how important this dating thing is to him so instead of pushing him any further, I tear my mouth away from his and quickly open the door behind me, leaving us both breathless and winded. I pick up the to-go bag and lean into the car. I’m sure my lipstick is smeared and my hair is a mess from his hands, but it’s all worth it.

      “Thank you for dinner.”

      “Fuck.” He leans against the headrest of his seat, his chest rising and falling. From where I stand, I can see his massive erection and it takes everything in me not to climb back in the car. Dragging his hand down his face, he says, “Have a good night, beautiful. I’ll call you later.”

      “Promise?” I ask.

      Now he looks me square in the eyes and says, “You know I do.”

      On a happy sigh, I shut the door to his sleek car and climb the steps to my apartment. Hot. Wobbly. Wet. Happy.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you kidding me with these flowers?” Monica asks, leaning over and smelling them. “It’s not ostentatious at all, like you would expect from someone who is super loaded, but they’re elegant. Gorgeous.” Monica peeks over the modest bouquet that’s full of some of the most beautiful flowers I’ve ever seen. “Can I read the card?”

      “Have at it,” I say on a smile.

      She reads it out loud. “Hey beautiful, thinking about you today. Sorry I had to cancel our date. I’ll call you later. Your man, Cory.” Monica holds the card to her chest and sighs. “God, he’s amazing.”

      I smile to myself, thinking about the last week we’ve had together. “He really is.”

      We went out two other times, both ending in passionate make-out sessions, leaving us more than frustrated, to the point that we sexted each other the other night. There were no pictures, just undiluted, dirty, naughty words. And I’ll tell you this, baseball isn’t the only thing Cory Potter is really good at. Want to read some really dirty but sexy stuff? Try sexting him. He’ll have you getting off in no time.

      “Why did he have to cancel your date?”

      “Last-minute interview with ESPN in New York about the upcoming season and what Chicago should expect from the team.”

      “Yikes, were any other players involved in that conversation?”

      “I think Maddox Paige was and some other guy, but yeah, Cory was telling me the fans weren’t happy with him being picked to be interviewed.”

      “What do you mean? How did they even know?”

      “Maddox tweeted about the interview. Fans were going off about how Cory doesn’t deserve to be a Rebel, how he doesn’t represent the right team, all that crap. The fans created a hashtag ‘not my rebel’ and it’s starting to trend.”

      “Shit, are you serious?”

      “Yeah.” I bite my bottom lip, remembering the deflated tone in Cory’s voice when he was talking to me about it. “They report to spring training soon and I’m hoping that once they see Cory start practicing again, they’ll give him a break.”

      “I don’t get it,” Monica says, taking a seat at my kitchen bar. “If you’re a fan of the team, why are you going to boo your own player?”

      “Yeah, I don’t get that either but then again, I’ve been a Bobbies fan my whole life; it’s a different atmosphere over there. The only time they boo a player is if they’re caught doing something illegal like steroids or something. They’re so clean-cut.”

      “Poor Cory. Hopefully the interview helps though.”

      “Yeah, I hope so.” I take a sip of my water and set my cup back on the counter. “From what Cory was saying, the front office is trying to help him out with the fans since they’re who acquired him. That’s why they picked him to do the interview, but they didn’t think it was going to backlash this bad.”

      “Giant organizations like the Rebels have big publicity teams, they’ll figure something out for the guy. I mean, he’s stuck there, so the fans better get used to him.”

      “Exactly.” Growing frustrated with the situation, I say, “Plus, he’s really fucking good. Fans need to relax and let him show them what he’s got, you know?”

      “He will. Don’t worry.” Monica grows a giant smile and says, “Tell me about the sex.”

      “There’s nothing to say.”

      “Oh please, you don’t date a monster like Cory Potter and have nothing to say when it comes to getting nasty.”

      “Can you not say getting nasty, please? Seriously, Monica.” I drag my finger over the smooth countertop. “We haven’t had sex yet.”

      “What?” Monica says through clenched teeth, as if she’s the one who’s mad that her man is holding out, which I know he’s not because the two of them are rabid beasts, always have been. “What do you mean you haven’t had sex yet, what is wrong with you?”

      “It’s not me, it’s him. He wants to take things slow and develop a strong foundation with me.”

      “You can do that while banging. Ugh, what a stupid rule.” Monica folds her arms across her chest. “Please tell me you at least have fooled around.”

      “Only when we were in St. Croix. Ever since we’ve been back, not so much. Just some heavy make-out sessions in his car when he drops me back home from a date.” I bite my bottom lip and say, “After our first date, he started kissing me and God, Monica, it was . . . it felt like I finally found where I was supposed to be, in this man’s arms.”

      “Ahhh.” She clutches her chest. “That’s so sweet . . . but did he touch your nipple?”

      Of course that’s what she’s concerned about.

      I nod.

      “Really?” she asks, sitting taller in her chair. “Under or over bra.”

      “Over.”

      She clutches her breasts. “God, why is that hotter sometimes? It’s like the guy can make them that hard that it almost feels like there’s no clothes between persistent thumbs and nipples.” That’s exactly how it feels with Cory. “Did you touch him?”

      “I mean . . . at first I was really nervous and just kept things north of town, if you know what I mean but the more he played with my nipple, the more I wanted to feel him.” My eyes widen in a frantic mess when I lean over and whisper, “Monica . . . he’s huge.”

      She slaps the kitchen counter and says, “I knew he would be. Damn it, I knew he would be. Tell me everything.”

      “Not much to say. I haven’t touched it without a barrier of clothing, but from what I could tell, it’s really freaking long and wide. Like . . . I’m kind of nervous.”

      “God, it will hurt for a second and then be the best thing you ever stuck in your vagina. Trust me, sex will never be the same. When Freddie and I broke up that one time, and I went out and decided to prove him wrong, that I didn’t need him—so mature, I know—I had sex with that Darryl Connor from the corner store. Remember him?”

      “Oh Monica, that’s . . . that’s not what I want to hear.”

      “I know, I feel shame too. He had tattoos I thought were hot, but that was pretty much it. His dick was average and yeah, sure he knew how to work it, but after being with Freddie, my vagina was ruined for all other penises.” She pokes my shoulder. “That’s how it will be with Cory, but what have I said from the very beginning of this divorce? You deserve a bigger dick. And man, oh man, did you go for the Mack Daddy of all dicks. I’m so proud of you.”

      “Uhh . . . thank you?”

      She smiles broadly. “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey beautiful.” Cory’s hand runs up my arm and then he quickly turns me around to face him. I can’t help the excitement that spreads over my face the minute I see him, and when he leans in, holding my chin still for a kiss. How he makes the sweetest sound in the back of his throat when his lips meet mine. “Sorry I couldn’t pick you up.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I say, reaching up and linking my hand around his neck where I pull him back down to my lips and press another kiss across his mouth. I haven’t seen him in a few days and it almost seems impossible that he’s here, holding me. When I pull away, I rub my finger over his smile and say, “Welcome back.”

      He kisses my fingers. “Glad to be back. Let me see you.” He steps away and then frowns playfully when he takes me in. “Natalie, you know I think you’re beautiful but what is that shirt?”

      I glance down and then gasp in embarrassment. “Oh shit, Cory, I’m so sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” Like a moron, I put on Bobbie for life shirt. When Cory told me to meet him at the indoor golf facility for some fun and to dress casually, I didn’t even think about it. “I was running late with some foundation work, and I didn’t have time to change.”

      He chuckles and pulls me into another hug. “I’m just teasing you. I don’t care.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask, feeling incredibly guilty. “I can go change. They have shirts here at the gift shop.”

      “Nah, you’re good, plus your tits look amazing in that shirt. I plan on staring at your cleavage the entire night.”

      “Of course you will, but you won’t do anything about it.”

      “Nope. But just think when we do finally have sex, it’s going to be fucking phenomenal.”

      “When we finally have sex, you’re going to blink at me, I’ll orgasm, and the night will be over. That’s how frustrated I feel.”

      “Now that’s a party trick I wouldn’t mind performing.”

      “Oh my God.” I start to walk away, but he pulls me back by the hand and wraps his thick arm over my shoulder, keeping me tucked into his side. “There are times where I think, you’re nothing like the immature men I’ve met or have to deal with, and then you say something like that.”

      “Just keeping your opinion of me real.” He kisses the side of my head and we walk over to the counter where they set us up with a private driving suite.

      I’ve always seen these driving ranges that are stacked on top of each other. Food and drinks offered, drive as many balls as you want, they always look fun, so when Cory asked what kind of activity I wanted to do, I suggested this, even though I have never golfed in my life.

      After we picked out some clubs and chose our buckets of balls, we took a private elevator to our suite and were set up with food and drinks. The staff said they wouldn’t be checking on us unless we pressed the button next to the door looking for help.

      We’re alone.

      Cory is taking in the suite when I say, “Did you hear that?”

      “What?” he asks, looking positively panty-melting worthy in his dark jeans and light blue T-shirt. It’s funny how we match today and didn’t plan it. But what’s not funny is the way his pecs press against the shirt, providing a clear outline of them, or how tight the sleeves are, capturing his sculpted shoulders and arms, or how his long legs look in his jeans. I’ve never seen a man fill out a pair of jeans like Cory, well-proportioned all over. It’s clear he works out for a living, and he’s earned the power that rests underneath his jeans.

      Laughing, he says, “Natalie, you’re staring.” He’s gripping the back of the chair, his muscles rippling . . .

      Blushing, I say, “Sorry, I uh . . . that shirt . . . it looks nice on you.”

      His eyes turn soft and he walks over to the couch and takes a seat, he then beckons me with his finger. I make no hesitation in running up to him where he situates me on his lap. Hands on my thighs, he leans against the back of the couch and sighs.

      “What are we doing?” I ask, hoping he says dry-humping rather than hitting balls.

      “Just reconnecting for a second.” His hands slowly move up and down the tops of my thighs. “I didn’t think our relationship was going to be a whirlwind like this, but I’m leaving soon and I hate that I’m not going to be able to see you when I want to.”

      I press my hand against his barrel of a chest and play with the divot between his pecs. “Well, I do work from home.” I chew on the side of my cheek, growing nervous from the suggestion I’m about to throw out there. “I can come visit you during spring training, but that’s only if you—”

      He silences me with two fingers pressed to my lips. “I already planned on flying you out to visit me. I was hoping you’d give me a schedule of when you were free.”

      “Anytime. You name it, I’m there. When you work, I’ll work, when you get home, I’ll be uh, in my hotel waiting for you.”

      He chuckles. “You’ll stay with me, Natalie.”

      “Yeah? But what about the no sex thing?”

      “Doesn’t mean I still don’t want you in my arms at night when you’re visiting me. I’m not going to make you go to a different hotel room. Plus, who knows, maybe we will have sex by then.”

      “Yeah?” I ask. My excitement is far too obvious. “Does that mean things might get frisky tonight?”

      “No.” He laughs and runs his hands to my ass where he squeezes me tight through my leggings. “Fuck, I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out though. Especially when you wear shirts like that and leggings like these. Have you seen your ass in them?”

      “It’s big, yeah, I know.” I wink. “But apparently you’re attached to large rears.”

      “Only yours.”

      I grip both his cheeks and bring my mouth down to his where I carefully place my lips on his. It’s a whisper of a kiss, nothing I planned on turning into much more, but when Cory’s hands slip up the back of my shirt, he ignites something within me, and I feel my grip on his face tighten as my mouth starts to part, making our kisses bigger, sloppier.

      He groans.

      I moan.

      His hands float higher up my back and then down where they slip under the waistband of my leggings.

      “Shit, Natalie,” he whispers when I offer him my neck. He kisses and marks me all the way down to my collarbone, rubbing the rough feel of his jaw over my sensitive skin, marring my skin red, something I enjoy seeing in the mirror—oddly—along with his small bite marks. I like knowing I belong to him, that I’m the only woman he’s claiming. I just wish the nibbles he leaves along my skin were in the shape of his initials so everyone truly knew who I belonged to.

      Taking a risk, I start to rock against his lap, and that’s when his hands grip me and his mouth pulls away. The heady look in his eyes slowly disappears as realization sets in of where we are and what we should be doing, other than trying to do each other.

      Out of frustration, I say, “I’ll be quiet, I promise.”

      “Yeah right.” He laughs. “You’re anything but quiet, Natalie.”

      “I can try.”

      “You’re fucking cute.” He places another kiss on my lips and then helps me off his lap. When he stands, I watch him adjust himself and take a few breaths before taking my hand in his and walking me to the golf clubs. I love that he has to collect himself before we move on to our activity, because it shows that I affect him. It causes me to feel more confident, because this man delights in my body. In me.

      I never imagined myself with someone like Cory, someone who, without trying, claims the room when he walks into it, but doesn’t act he like owns it. Every person I’ve spoken to about him always makes the same conclusion. He’s almost larger than life, but his humility, his . . . genuine kindness . . . is what draws and keeps your attention. I’ve met dozens of driven, powerful athletes, those who are paid ridiculous amounts of money to play a game. And often that vast wealth brings equal arrogance and condescension. Something Cory Potter is not. He’s warm, funny, so, so sweet, and surprisingly humble.

      Even with the Rebels fans eating him alive on the Internet and apparently on the streets occasionally—from what Cory has told me—he still finds the energy and the passion to dig deep and train, work on the sport he loves so dearly.

      I’m in awe. I pause as he tries to hand me a club. “Everything okay?” he asks.

      “You’re just a really great guy, Cory.” His eyes soften as he smiles. “You’re going through media hell, and you don’t really complain about it at all. You don’t say anything unless I ask.”

      He shrugs. “Why talk about the negative shit when I can enjoy you?”

      “Ugh, could you be any more loveable?”

      He wiggles his eyebrows and snags my hand, pulling me into his chest. “You think I’m loveable, huh?”

      “Don’t push your luck.”

      He chuckles and captures my mouth, dipping me back into his strong arms and having one more taste before we start driving balls off the cliff of this suite.
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t lie to me.” Cory laughs, that hearty laugh I’m starting to become addicted to. Hell, not starting, I’m already addicted to it.

      “I’m not lying.”

      We’re sitting on the couch of the suite after hitting all our golf balls into the range and we’re enjoying some really amazing steak and salad—Cory is watching what he’s eating these days, which I can understand. Yeah, that means no more three desserts in one night.

      Gripping my thigh as we’re facing each other, he gives it a squeeze. “You’re lying. I can see it in the way your eyes are smiling at me.”

      “My eyes can smile? Huh, I had no idea.”

      “Stop fucking with me,” he teases. “Just tell me the truth and maybe I’ll let you caress my dick in the car again when I drop you off.”

      “I drove myself here, remember?”

      “Fuck,” he mutters and then looks out toward the lit-up driving range. “I knew meeting you here was going to bite me in the ass.”

      “Just kidding, I took a Lyft.”

      His face lights up. “Really?”

      I slowly nod while running my tongue over my lip. “Looks like someone is just as excited as me about our end-of-the-date goodbyes.”

      “You can say more than excited,” he responds, sliding his hand farther up my thigh, making the nerves in my leg twitch and bunch up. Leaning toward my ear, he breathes in my scent, running his nose along my jaw and to my ear. “Now tell me the truth.”

      Chills spread all along my arms. He nibbles my ear and the spot between my legs starts to throb with anticipation of the heavy groping that will occur in his car.

      “You know you came here because you wanted me to hold you the whole night, teach you how to swing a club.” He bites down on my lobe. “Admit it.”

      “Never,” I sigh, even though the thought did cross my mind. Hitting a bunch of balls sounded like a good night but the idea of Cory wrapped around me the entire time was the reason I was fully on board with the date idea.

      And the night was everything I imagined with Cory’s strong arms circling me, his frontside against my back, his powerful thighs pressing against mine, and his sweet, warm breath tickling my ear with directions on how to hold the club and swing.

      True heaven. And it’s been just like our time at St. Croix. Fun, chatting about anything and everything. Easy.

      “You’re such a liar.” He chuckles and pulls away, leaving me feeling empty and needy. He reaches for his drink and casually takes a sip, eyeing me from over the lip. “What?” he asks on a cheeky grin.

      “You can’t just turn me on like that and then push away.”

      “Oh, I can’t?” he asks with humor as his brows float up to his hairline. “This coming from the girl who loves rubbing her hand all over my hard cock while we’re making out in the car.”

      “Hey, I’m not the only one getting handsy. Pretty sure my nipples get hard just from the sight of your fingers now. You’ve trained them to expect pinching when you’re around.”

      “As they should,” he says just as he reaches out and pinches one of my breasts.

      “Oh my God.” I swat his hand away. “How dare you try to touch my boob.” I act shocked and offended, which only makes him tilt his head back and laugh.

      “I’ll remember this when you reach for my zipper later.” He tugs on my hand and pulls me onto his lap, situating me just right so I rest my head on his shoulder. With one of his arms draped over my legs, the other one casually stroking his hand up and down my back, he says, “I leave in two weeks.”

      “I know.” I hug him closer. “It’s all moving so fast. I wish I could slow it down. Have more time with you before the season starts.”

      “Me too.” He kisses my forehead, his lips lingering. “This feeling I have, churning in the pit of my stomach, it’s what I’ve been trying to avoid all these years when it came to jumping into a relationship.”

      “What feeling?” I ask, my hand making small circles on his chest. Some smooth John Legend song plays in the background and off in the distance, we can hear other suites having a good time. But we’re secluded enough to create a good sense of privacy, for us to feel comfortable and relaxed.

      He takes a deep breath. “Dread. Dread of having to leave you. Dread of not being able to see you whenever I want. Dread of having long hard days and not being able to give you all of me at the end of the night when I’m tired.” He pauses and takes my hand in his. He twists our fingers together as he says, “Dread that you’ll get sick of it, the schedule, the attention I give to the game, the long nights and short days.”

      I bring our connected hands to my lips and say, “The great thing about having a brother as a major league baseball player is that I understand what you guys go through. I know what the season is like, Cory, so you can trust in my ability to be patient, even if maybe I’ve seemed impatient since we’ve been together,” I say on a chuckle.

      “Impatient in the best way.” He kisses our connected hands this time. “I just hate that we have to report to spring training the day before Valentine’s Day.” His hand reaches up to my neck where he twists a strand of my hair with his finger, a move I’ve started to become quite familiar with. It’s sweet. “I’ve never had a valentine before.”

      “You haven’t?” I asked, a little shocked. Pretty sure if he put up a sign that says looking for a valentine, he would have one hundred offers in under a minute.

      “Nope, you would be the first.”

      I suck in a sharp, dramatic breath and put a few inches between us, scanning his eyes. “Are you . . . are you asking me to be your valentine, Cory Potter?”

      He chuckles and says, “Yeah”—he tugs my hair—“I am. Will you?”

      “This is just so unexpected.” I feign shock. “Do I have time to think about it?”

      “Not even a little.” He releases my hair and grips the back of my neck, bringing my mouth to his where he lightly moves his lips across mine, a sweep of lust, a whisper of what could be something so much more. A tease. When I try for more, he keeps me where I am. “Patience, Natalie,” he whispers.

      “I’m about to fuck your patience.”

      He moves his head to the side and laughs so hard, his forehead falls to my shoulder.

      I sigh. And roll my eyes. I want him so desperately, so I definitely want to fuck his patience. But then I consider his words. The only frame of reference I have is Ansel, and I know without a shadow of doubt, that Ansel never felt this intensity for me. But what Cory feels . . .

      Dread. Dread of having to leave you. Dread of not being able to see you whenever I want. It astounds me. I’m lucky in more ways than one.

      Yes, I want his cock. Patience be damned.

      But I’m learning that it’s actually his heart I truly want more. So patience is what he’ll get. Glad he finds it funny.
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      POTTER SPOTTED IN THE PALMS

      Have you been on Potter Watch this preseason? We have, and look what just came in. Featured below is Potter still on the beach, basking in the sun, while his Rebel teammates are hard at work, getting ready for the season. Looks like a preview into what spring training is going to be, Potter stretched out in the outfield while his teammates put in the hours.

      Latest poll in the Rebels horrible acquisition of Cory Potter is:

      Send the waste of money back to Baltimore.

      I close out of the article and rub my hand across my forehead.

      Fucking clever, very low, but clever. Why not use a picture of me alone at the hotel beach in St. Croix to make it seem like I’m lounging about when in reality, I’m at the stadium every goddamn day working my ass off, getting stronger? I’m the first guy there every goddamn morning, putting in the time, and the guys are noticing my work ethic and have started joining me. Pitchers and catchers have already reported to spring training, so Jason is on his own in Florida, but the position players, they’re hitting up the cages, warming up their bats just like me. But the thing is, I’m two weeks ahead of them, and I will continue to be one step ahead because I know they read the articles. I know they’re not fully on board with me yet, especially after my performance last season.

      What I still don’t get is why. Why the personal vendetta against me? If Rebel fans want to see their team win, why continue with the divisive vitriol? Who hates me that much here? It’s what I don’t understand. Have never experienced before. Am completely disappointed by.

      As I’m stretching on the training table, Marcus Gomez, our third baseman, walks into the training room fresh from the weight room. He came in when I was halfway done with my workout.

      I don’t know much about him other than he’s more reserved than the other players on the team, is married with two girls and a little boy with a hearing problem, and he’s dedicated to his position.

      He sees me on the table, nods, and walks to the table next to mine.

      “How long have you been here?” he asks, taking a seat and picking up a Theragun to start massaging out any tight muscles with me.

      “Hour in the cages, half hour cardio, hour lifting,” I say. “Was thinking about going for another round in the cages but my hands are starting to feel the wear. Don’t want to push it.”

      He casually nods. “Have you always trained like this during preseason?”

      “It’s the only thing I know,” I answer honestly. “I found out at a pretty young age if I wanted to earn a spot on the team, I had to put in the work.” I look over at Marcus and say, “Trying to earn that spot.”

      He chuckles. “Pretty sure you don’t have to earn it. Your paycheck is going to put you at first base whether you feel like you earned it or not.”

      “Earn it among the team, the fans. I couldn’t care less what the front office thinks.”

      Marcus nods knowingly and winces when he says, “Been reading the articles?”

      “Hard to miss them,” I answer, working on my left quad, watching the muscles bounce and wave with the pressure of the gun.

      “You know none of the guys believe that shit, right? They see you in here; they see your hard work.”

      “That’s not what Maddox—”

      “Maddox has a strong opinion until proven wrong,” Marcus says with a tired expression. “In all honesty, he’s a good guy, but he’s always tough on the new players. We have a hard road here in Chicago as a Rebel player in a city full of Bobbies fans. Maddox has been a Rebel since the day he was drafted from high school. He didn’t go to Brentwood like you or your friends. He spent countless years in the minors trying to climb his way to the top and now that he’s there, he takes his position as homegrown Rebel to heart. His goals for this team are to pitch a winning game, and make sure every player is loyal to the core.” Marcus shrugs. “It’s who he is. He gives me shit because I’m not the first to jump over the dugout fence and join in the fistfights he enjoys so much, but that’s not who I am, and I’m gathering from watching you for the last ten years, that it’s not you either.”

      I shake my head. “Never will be. That’s something they’re going to have to deal with. Don’t get me wrong, I’ll be the first to pull someone off one of my players, but I’ll never join in the fight. I respect the game too much to demean it by fighting on the field.”

      “Could not agree more,” Marcus says, working on his thigh. “What are you doing after this? Want to grab something to eat?”

      I try to hold back a smile. Did I just make . . . a friend?

      “Sure, that sounds great.”
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        * * *

      

      Two burgers are placed in front of us. Whereas Marcus opted for fries, I asked for steamed broccoli, an extra patty, no cheese, and no bun. Still fucking good, but not as good as Marcus’s food looks.

      Fry stuffed in his face, Marcus says, “You start your diet early?”

      “Routine,” I answer, not wanting to make him feel bad, but from the way he’s stuffing fry after fry in his mouth, I’m going to guess he doesn’t mind at all. “So how are these last days with your kids?”

      “Stressful. I try to spend as much time with them as possible, and help Kate out, knowing the next months are going to be hard on her. I get my workouts in while they’re in school, and when they’re home, it’s homework, dinner, and then the time we have before bed is usually playing games or just having fun as a family.”

      I nod, impressed with his schedule. I thought mine was hectic until I realized not having kids makes things a little easier. “Wow,” I say. “I don’t know how you do it. Dividing your attention up like that; props to you, man.”

      “It becomes . . . routine.” He smiles and then takes a giant bite out of his burger while I chow down on my broccoli. “What about you? You’re not married, right?” I shake my head. “Girlfriend?”

      I swallow. “Just recently. First season with a girlfriend, actually. I tried to put it off as long as I could but I couldn’t keep myself away from Natalie.”

      “That’s how I was with Kate. We met in college and I was trying to focus on the sport, but she dug under my skin after she became my tutor for economics.” He chuckles to himself and shakes his head. “I was a goner, man. Same thing with you and Natalie?”

      “Yeah, she’s actually Jason Orson’s sister.”

      “No shit. He’s cool with that?”

      “Practically flung her in my direction.” We both laugh. “Yeah, he’s cool. And she, hell, when I first met her I thought she was married. That’s what my sister thought.”

      “And your sister’s married to Carson Stone, right?”

      “Yup, met in college. Got married a few years ago. Couldn’t ask for a better brother-in-law, or man for my sister. Bobcats jersey aside, he’s a pretty awesome guy.” Marcus chuckles at that. “Got to know Natalie while in St. Croix with friends.”

      “Pre-preseason trip?”

      “Yup. Did you go somewhere?”

      “Disney. Kind of a tradition for now but will probably change when the kids get older.”

      I sip my water and set it back down on the table. “When we were in St. Croix, there was a miscommunication, and we ended up having to share a room.”

      “Oh shit.” He laughs and asks, “You were already crushing on her at this point?”

      “Fucking besotted.”

      Marcus slaps the table and laughs his ass off. “Oh shit, you stood no chance.”

      “Nope, especially when she started wearing nightgowns to bed.”

      “You were fucked.”

      “In the best way possible.” I sigh just thinking about her. “She’s, fuck, man, she’s so beautiful on the inside, which matches her outside. She’s funny, loves joking around, and has the greatest heart. Her energy gives me joy, and I’m fucking terrified I’m going to lose that with the season coming up. She keeps telling me everything is going to be okay, that she’s used to the baseball season because of Jason, but I don’t know.” I lean back and drag a hand over my jaw. “I’m already starting to feel the fatigue of the articles. Then there are the fans on the streets, in restaurants, when I’m walking into the goddamn stadium. I’m used to being booed at when I go to other stadiums, but I’m not used to being hated by my own fans. It’s taking a toll.”

      Marcus pauses and sets his burger down. “I didn’t know you were being berated outside of the articles.”

      I laugh, but it lacks humor as I play with my fork. “Every goddamn day. I’m pretty strong mentally, but fuck, they’re saying some shitty things and I . . . I’m lucky that Natalie looked my way, you know? I don’t need her hearing the shit people say to me, about me, nor do I ever want her to get involved in the mix either. I think that’s what I’m worried about the most, her getting thrown into all of it.”

      “They won’t touch her,” Marcus says. “I’ve been a Rebel for six years now and even though the fans are pretty dirty, one thing they don’t touch is families. Or else I would be having a talk with the front office especially considering my son’s disabilities. They pick on the players, not the families.”

      “I hope so,” I say, wondering if I’m the exception though. I spoke with Gregory, the head of publicity for the Rebels, and he was shocked by the amount of bad press I’d received, to the point that they’re working on campaigns to help with my image with the fans. Some of their ideas . . . giving me an edgier makeover so I don’t look so clean-cut; they’ve asked me to not shave as much, leaving a constant scruff on my face, and they even suggested I start a Twitter fight with someone. I told them I would grow the scruff and that was about it.

      Start a fucking Twitter fight? Really? That’s what’s going to win over these fans? Yeah, I won’t stoop that fucking low and that’s what I told Gregory. I will grow the goddamn scruff, but when it comes to winning over the fans, that will be with my bat and glove, not a fake attitude.

      Respect the game, always.

      “Hang in there,” Marcus says. “There’s already buzz among the players about your work ethic and the power they’re seeing coming off the bat. Once we’re in Florida, you’ll have more time to bond with the guys. You’ll be surprised how much team bonding we do. Things will turn around.”

      I give him an appreciative smile and pick up my burger wrapped in lettuce. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      “Can I give you one word of advice though?”

      “Sure, anything,” I say.

      He nods at my burger. “Don’t eat that rabbit shit around the guys. You’ll be creamed, man.”

      I laugh out loud and nod. “Got it.”
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, why are you in such a good mood?” Natalie asks, as I sit down next to her on my couch. Without even giving it a second thought, she straddles my lap and starts playing with the hem of my shirt.

      I asked her over tonight and told her to dress casually, which she did in a pair of leggings and a cropped hoodie. Her hair is wavy, just the way I love it, and her face is free of makeup, another way I like her. Her midriff has been visible all night and I swear she wore that crop top on purpose to drive me crazy. I’m about 80 percent positive she’s not wearing a bra under it. I’ve been dying to inch my hands under it to find out.

      Placing my hands on her thighs, I say, “I think I made a friend this week.”

      “A friend? Really?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Marcus Gomez.”

      “The third baseman? Isn’t he the family man of the team?”

      I squeeze her side. “Look at you researching the Rebels.”

      “Well”—she draws a circle over my stomach—“I have to know who my man is playing with.”

      “Your man, I really like the sound of that.”

      She leans forward and presses a kiss to my lips. “That’s what you are, aren’t you?”

      “Fuck yes, I am,” I answer. I’m leaning into the couch, completely relaxed as Natalie sits on my lap, wondering how I got this lucky.

      “Tell me about your friend.”

      “Not much to say. We went to lunch the other day, and now we’re training in the cages together. He’s really cool, down to earth, and has the same mentality as me when it comes to fighting on the field. He also told me the guys have been noticing me and the hard work I’m putting in. They’re appreciating it.”

      “So the Rebels aren’t as dumb as I thought they were.” She winks and I laugh.

      “Guess not.”

      “Well, I’m really excited for you. That makes me happy that you have a friend. I was kind of worried since all of the press has been—”

      I stiffen and say, “Have you been reading those articles?”

      “I . . .” She bites her bottom lip. “I know you told me not to,” she says in a hurry, “but I need to know what they’re saying in case I need to help you.”

      Anger boils inside me, but not because Natalie read the articles, but because she feels like she needs to worry about me. I don’t want her worrying. I want her confident that I can handle this, that I can handle whatever is thrown my way.

      Smoothing my hands over her thighs, I say, “I appreciate you wanting to make sure I’m okay, it just shows that beautiful heart of yours, but please don’t read those articles, okay? They’re trash, made-up, and all they’re going to do is feed the worry you already have.” I bring my hand to the back of her neck and lower her forehead to mine. “I can handle it, okay?”

      “I know, but you also don’t have to go at it alone either, Cory. That’s what I’m here for, someone you can lean on when things get tough. Don’t think you need to be strong around me all the time.”

      But I do.

      I’ve always been the strong one, the guy who takes on the worry for the family, for his friends, and I always find the solution. When my brothers were having a hard time starting their business, I helped them find solutions on how to make it better and cater to the right people. Now they have three facilities and are running one hell of a training brand. When Milly was doubtful about Carson, I mentally held her hand through the landmines of a relationship, even though I’d never really been in one before. I take on the challenges and I will continue to do that even with Natalie.

      Instead of saying anything, I swipe my mouth across hers. I hear the slight intake of air before she moves her lips across mine, her hands falling to the hem of my shirt again. I could do this for hours, just this—her rubbing against my lap, hardening my cock with each pass, her lips glued to mine, her moans filling the silence of my apartment. To me, this is a slice of heaven.

      “I’ve missed you, missed these lips,” she mumbles while kissing my jaw. “This scruff, it’s . . . sexy.”

      It’s funny that she’s saying she missed me, because she saw me two days ago, but hey, I’m not going to complain. If she wants to miss me, by all means, let her miss me. “You like it?” I ask. “Doesn’t hurt your lips?”

      “It’s rough,” she whispers in my ears. “But I really like it. I keep wondering what it would feel like to have you between my legs.”

      Fuck, I should have known she’d say that. The image of flipping her to her back and crawling down her body until I’m between her legs has been a relentless thought over the past couple of days. The sexual tension between us is starting to take over our dates, and it’s making it hard for me to think, hard for me to keep my reasons clear, especially when her hands float up under my shirt like they are right now.

      “Take this off,” she says, yanking my shirt over my head before I can stop her. She lifts up and stares at my chest. Head tilted, she sighs and runs her finger between my pecs. “You are so incredibly sexy, Cory. Is it weird that I want to put my mouth all over your skin? Suck on each ab divot?”

      “No,” I say, my voice hoarse. “Not weird at all.”

      “Really?” She looks at me a little surprised before slipping off my legs, widening them, and then kneeling in between them.

      “Natalie, what are you doing.”

      “Enjoying you,” she says. “You’re tense. You need to relax.”

      “I need you to come back to my lap and make out with me more,” I say, tilting her chin up with one finger as her hands move to my stomach and slowly glide up to my pecs and then back down. “That will get me to relax.”

      “I have another idea,” she says with a wicked smile.

      Moving up my body, her hair drags along my skin as she presses her mouth to my chest, starting high on my collarbone, licking from one side to the other. Fuck, who knew kisses to a collarbone are a turn-on? The feel of her tongue has my cock already pressing against my sweats. She treats the top of my chest like her own personal lollipop and I take that moment to move my hands up her sides, dragging the crop top with me until I’m right below her armpits. Just as I suspected, no bra. Knowing that, I glide my thumbs inward and caress her side boob.

      “Oh shit.” She pauses and looks up at me. “You can’t do that.”

      “You’re not wearing a bra.”

      “I know.”

      I pass my thumbs over again, this time connecting with her nipple. “Why not?”

      “Bras are uncomfortable. You said it was casual.”

      “You’re making me really fucking hard,” I say, my thumbs playing with her hardening nipples while holding her in place. “Really, really fucking hard, Natalie.”

      “Good. What I have planned for you, you need to be hard for.”

      I try to pull her up my body again, but she stops me with her hands to my chest.

      “Beautiful,” I say, my body starting to thrum with excitement. “Come up here, sit on my lap again.”

      She shakes her head. “No. I want more.” She removes my hands from her sides and before I can catch my next breath, she lifts her hoodie up and over her head where she drops it on the floor with my shirt.

      Fuuuck . . . her tits are so fucking . . . hell . . . I forgot how amazing they are. With her sitting between my legs, the weight brushing against my swollen cock, I’m going to lose control. I need to feel her heat around me.

      “Get up here. Let me suck on your nipples.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m calling the shots tonight.”

      “Natalie,” I warn, but it does nothing but spur her on as her mouth falls to my pecs kissing, sucking, licking my nipples. Heat billows and flows through my veins in waves. Building, building, building, and with one lick, bolts of pleasure shoot through me as her breasts casually drape over my body.

      Erotic and new. I’ve never had a girl treat my body like Natalie is right now—edible and delicious—like she can’t get enough. Her body moves down mine as I lie there, helpless on the couch, trying to touch her, trying to get my mind to actually work and not just feel, but fuck, she’s making it hard, especially when she spreads open-mouth kisses down my abdomen, dragging her tongue over each crevice.

      “Shit,” I mutter, my breathing picking up when her tongue runs along my waistband. With one peek down, I can see my cock thrusting against her throat, gliding along the delicate lines. I can only imagine what it would be like if she took me deep in her mouth. Would she be able to? Could she handle how thick I am? Am I ready to find out?

      Her fingers play with the waistband of my sweats. “You’re not wearing briefs.”

      I shake my head, my breath catching in my throat when she lowers them an inch. “I was . . . ahh fuck,” I squeeze my eyes shut when her tit rubs against my cock. “Fuck . . . I was hoping you were going to grind on me tonight.”

      “Hopeful man. I had other plans.” She lowers my sweats one more inch so they hover just above my tip where my dick is off to the side instead of flat against my stomach.

      “Natalie,” I breathe. Heavily. “You don’t . . .” That’s as far as I go before she releases me from my sweats and I shamelessly lift my hips off the couch so she can pull my sweats all the way off.

      As if the roles are reversed from when I had her naked in the hotel room, this time, I’m the one naked and at the mercy of her mouth as my cock juts up against my stomach.

      Natalie sits back on her heels and stares at me, and that’s when I realize this is the first time she’s seen my cock. She moves her gaze up to me and fuck . . . she looks nervous.

      “Natalie, beautiful.” I start to sit up but she shakes her head.

      “Don’t, I want to do this.”

      “Not if you’re going to be nervous about it.”

      She reaches out and lightly drags her index finger along the throbbing vein that runs on the underside of my cock. A hiss escapes my lips as my head floats back. Hell, just a hand job at this point . . . Forget about what my dick would look like pressed between her two mouth-watering lips, I just want relief.

      “You’re just . . . bigger than I imagined.” And then she chuckles. Fucking chuckles as precum glistens at the tip of my cock.

      “Laughing isn’t great,” I say in a pained voice.

      “I’m sorry.” She smooths her hands down my thighs, in toward my center and then back out. My cock twitches and jumps with each pass of her hands over my hip flexors. “My friend, Monica, who you still need to meet, told me I needed a bigger cock after my divorce. She must have put it out in the universe way too much because”—she moves her hands in and floats them under my cock and then back out. It’s fucking torture—“damn, Cory, you have a huge penis.”

      Her hand grazes under my cock and I hiss out a “thank you” as my balls start to tighten.

      “Stop,” I say, reaching down and grabbing her hands, my chest heaving, my head swimming with pleasure. “Just fucking stop for a second.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, I’m seconds from coming. Just . . . let me breathe.”

      “Are you serious?” she asks, shock in her voice.

      “Yes.” I glance at her, her eyes trained on my cock as it swells under her stare. “It’s been a while for me, and you’re my fucking dream girl, okay? Having you touch and lick me all over, fuck . . . it’s amazing.”

      “Dream girl?” she asks, sitting a little taller and entwining her hands with mine. “Really?”

      I nod and open my eyes to find her in disbelief. I reach up and run my thumb over her plump lip. “You’re fucking funny and smart, and so breathtaking, I swear I thank the universe every time I take you in my arms.”

      “Cory . . . that”—tears start to well in her eyes—“I’ve never . . .” She takes a deep breath and stands in front of me. I watch as she slowly rolls her pants down her legs along with her thong, leaving her completely naked. “I need you, Cory. Please don’t say no.”

      How could I? In this very real and raw moment, how could I ever deny my girl anything? I can’t. Not only because I want to give her the world, but I know deep in my soul, I love her. I love her so goddamn much, and that’s what’s been paining me about leaving. I found someone I never knew I was looking for, and I’m going to leave her while fighting an epic battle to prove myself to a bunch of raucous fans.

      Standing from the couch, I take her hand in mine and lead her back to my bedroom. I leave the lights off but instead open the curtains, the night sky lighting the room and setting the mood. When I turn around, Natalie is standing there, hands crossed in front of her, looking gorgeous and more than ready.

      I step closer and ask, “How do you want me?”

      “On top of me. I want to be surrounded by you. I want to feel every inch of you while you stare down at me.”

      Hell . . .

      I take her hand and carefully lower her to my bed where she scoots to the center. She’s slow, deliberate. Sexy as fuck. In the past with other women, it’s been a frenzy to get clothes off, but with Natalie, it’s like she’s taking a breath with every moment, feeling, hearing, tasting the lust-filled air surrounding us. When she lies down, she spreads her legs and grips the pillow behind her.

      Now it’s my turn to observe, to take it all in. From the dim light in the room, her pussy is already wet, her nipples are hard, and when my eyes roam to her lips, they’re parted, her breath entering and releasing at a heavier pace.

      “Are you turned on by me looking at you?”

      She nods.

      “How turned on?”

      “Throbbing,” she answers on a short breath. “I’m throbbing for you, Cory.”

      “Let me see,” I say as I climb between her legs and lower my mouth to her pussy. Her legs are already spread wide, so I don’t have to do much to run my tongue over her clit, and when I do, her legs clamp around me as a feral moan escapes her.

      She is wet, really fucking wet.

      Gently, I move my hands to her thighs and coax her to open up to me. She does, and I press my tongue against her clit again, applying just enough pressure to see her eyes roll back in her head. I’ve never really been the guy who craves eating pussy. I do it because I know it’s pleasurable, but fuck if I’m not addicted to feeling the little nub of her clit rub against my tongue. It’s a sensation unlike anything else, knowing that with the smallest of flick, I can control her pleasure.

      She twitches under me, her hips flying up against my mouth when I swivel my tongue and release, swivel and release, the cool air of the room hitting her before I move in again.

      “Fuuuck, Cory. Oh Fuck, this feels so good. Do you want me to come?”

      “I really fucking do,” I say before pressing two fingers inside her and curling them as I flick my tongue over her clit continuously until her hand falls to my head and threads through my hair.

      She tenses, her legs closing, her mouth open on a gasp, as her pussy clenches around my fingers and she repeats my name over and over again.

      “Cory, I’m coming. Oh Cory, yes, Cory, yes,” she moans, her teeth clenching, her hand trying to push my mouth away. But I keep at it until she’s barely able to control her breath and she’s shaking.

      I press a kiss just below her navel, then higher until I reach her breasts. I cup one in my hand, forming a C around her nipple and bringing it to my mouth, where I suck hard and then bite.

      “Shit,” she says, wiggling beneath me, her pelvis gliding around my aching cock. “Mark me," she whispers. “I want you with me tomorrow.”

      When she says shit like that, it unhinges me. I become brutal with my mouth, sucking her skin into my mouth, bruising it, nipping at it, her moans encouraging me to mark her more until her entire chest is red from my mouth, from my jaw.

      I rise along her body until our lips are pressed against each other, and I pry her mouth open with my tongue. Passionately, I dance my tongue across hers, mouths wide, sloppy, and wet. Heat brews between us, the need to be in her claws up my back, and when she reaches down, touching the tip of my cock, I shoot off her and to the nightstand where I undo a condom wrapper, sheath myself, and then return to between her legs while I sit back on my heels.

      “Spread your legs wider.” She does and I take the length of my cock and rub it up and down her slit, loving how her neck strains, her jaw clenches, and she reaches up to the pillow where she grips it tightly.

      “You’re going to make me come again. I want you inside me.”

      “I need to be inside you,” I say out of desperation as I pose my cock at her entrance. I press forward but she’s too fucking tense and I can barely work myself inside, just the tip. “Natalie, beautiful, you need to relax.”

      “I . . . I am.”

      “You’re not,” I say, pressing my thumb against her clit, which causes her to moan. I slip in a few more inches.

      “Oh, shit.” Her eyes widen. “Cory . . .”

      I don’t say anything; instead, I massage her clit and with each pass of my thumb, I move deeper inside until I’m just over the halfway mark.

      “You’re so big.” She moves her head to the side. “I can’t, Cory.”

      “You can. Look at me.” She opens her eyes and I say, “Breathe.” She nods and takes a deep breath, when she releases the air, I scoot in more until I fully insert myself, balls connecting with her backside.

      And that’s where I stay for a few beats feeling every goddamn twitch and throb of her pussy contracting around me.

      “I’m so full,” she says, looking up in surprise. “I feel like you’re in my throat. I can barely breathe.”

      “I’ll take it slow.” But, fucking hell. She feels so fucking good. How am I going to take it slow?

      She shakes her head. “No, I need fast. I need the friction.” Thank God.

      She shifts and her pussy clenches again. “Oh fuck, Cory, I might come, I can feel it, it’s right there.”

      “Me too,” I say, embarrassed, but she’s so tight. I can barely breathe as well.

      “Move, make love to me.” And that’s my undoing. She could have said fuck me, but she wants me to make love to her. Leaning forward as her hand presses up against the headboard, I bring my mouth to hers and move my hips in and out.

      I cup her cheek.

      Then grip her breast.

      Rub my thumb over her nipple.

      My hips are moving in and out of her, stretching her as her pussy clamps around my cock.

      “It’s never been this good,” I say between kisses. “Never felt this amazing.”

      “Same,” she gasps in my mouth with my last thrust. “Faster. Please faster.”

      I prop one hand on the mattress for leverage, the other hand falls to her hip where my thumb spans across her hipbone, and I thrust. Faster.

      The bed rocks.

      The headboard slams into the wall.

      She cries out.

      I groan.

      We’re fucking loud, we’re greedy, we’re in the moment, and nothing could stop me from the impending orgasm that climbs up my spine like a shockwave.

      “There. I’m fucking there,” I say just as her pussy starts convulsing around me, milking me, squeezing so fucking tight that I nearly go blind with pleasure.

      “Oh fuck, Cory,” she yells, her legs clamping around me. There are tears in her voice as she cries out.

      A burning sensation coils as my balls tighten, my cock swells, and I come on a roar that rips through my chest and echoes against the walls. I come so hard that I thrust us up against the headboard, our bodies folding to accommodate the pound of my hips as I collapse forward and onto Natalie. Her pussy continues to clench as I feel the remnants of my orgasm spill into the condom.

      Mother. Fuck.

      Chest heaving, our bodies begging for air, we both lie there, trying to float back from absolute euphoria.

      When I said it never felt like that before, has never been that amazing, I was not fucking kidding. It’s never been that good, and I know it’s not just because Natalie has one hell of a pussy. It’s because I’m in love with her. I feel it all the way to the marrow of my bones. I’m in love with her, and nothing is going to change that.

      Nothing.

      Finally catching my breath, I lift up a few inches to look her in the eyes, and that’s when I see satisfaction written across her face. Smile wide, eyes lazy, totally content. And I was the one who fucking did that.

      “You okay?” I ask, kissing her cheeks, then her eyes, then her nose.

      “Perfect,” she mumbles dreamily. She’s not wrong. Fuck, she’s perfect.

      “Give me a second,” I say, pulling out of her slowly and cleaning up. When I return, she’s curled up on my pillow, facing away from me. I slip in behind her and wrap my arm around her stomach, eliminating all space between us. “You sure you’re okay? I was kind of rough.”

      “I’m perfect, Cory.” She brings my hand to her mouth and presses her lips against my knuckles. “But you exhausted me. Can I sleep over?”

      “You don’t even have to fucking ask,” I say. “I want you here, Natalie.”

      She doesn’t say anything to that, which to me speaks more. She knows I want her here. She snuggles in closer and I lie there, eyes wide, my mind whirling with what we just did. This girl has changed my life. This connection—this completion—is what I’ve seen in Carson and Milly. And now I have it. Her. Now I have beautiful Natalie.

      The road ahead isn’t going to be easy, but I will not derail her trust in me. Her willingness to shelve her fear and give us this chance. To believe I will hold her heart and not mistreat it. I’m going to be the better man. The best man.

      The man she deserves.
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      “Good morning,” Cory says as his hand rubs against my back. The smell of freshly brewed coffee pulls my eyes open as well as the feel of Cory’s wide hands spanning my spine.

      I peek my eyes open and can’t quite comprehend the luck I’m feeling, as the first thing I see is a shirtless, wet Cory sitting by my side. He’s wearing sweats, and he’s clearly fresh from the shower.

      Sadly, I say, “You took a shower without me.” I reach up and touch his wet hair.

      “I thought you would be sore this morning. I didn’t want to push you any further. And I didn’t think I could control myself if you were naked in the shower with me.”

      “Such a gentleman,” I tease on a lazy yawn and sit up. The comforter slides down my chest, exposing my breasts. Cory’s eyes immediately fall to my torso and they darken, brows sharpening as he takes me in.

      “Shit, Natalie.” He reaches out and rubs his thumb over my skin. Oh, it’s a little sensitive. I glance down to see my chest is fire red, there are bruises spotted all over my breasts, and it looks like I was physically attacked last night. “Fuck, I’m so sorry.” His eyes flit back and forth, taking in the beard burn, the hickeys, everywhere he sucked and bit me last night. He runs a hand through his head, worried and regretful. “What can I do? Do you need ice? Shit, some kind of ointment?” He rubs his hand over his jaw, eyes still trained on chest. “I’m so fucking selfish, I didn’t—”

      I press two fingers to his lips, stopping him from babbling. His eyes widen as he watches me slip out from under the covers and straddle his lap. I cup his cheeks and press a light kiss across his lips before taking his hands in mine and bringing them to the marks on my breasts.

      Looking him in the eyes, I say, “I’m obsessed with these. I love knowing that when I walk out of this apartment, just below the fabric of my shirt, you’re with me, you claimed me, that no other man matters besides the one who marked up my body the night before.”

      He leans back, taking in the little bruises, his thumbs rubbing over them cautiously. “You like this?”

      “So much. If anyone is being selfish, it’s me, begging and asking you to mark me last night. I want to be able to look down and see you there. I like knowing I’m yours . . . because I am, right, Cory? I’m yours?”

      “You are so fucking mine,” he says, gripping the back of my head with his wide palm and bringing my forehead to his. “I wasn’t expecting last night to happen, but hell, I’m relieved it did. I needed last night more than I think you know.”

      “I did too,” I say, shifting on his lap and feeling him harden beneath me. “I’m just sad I never got to take you in my mouth.”

      He lightly chuckles. “There’s always time for that.”

      “Like now,” I say, slipping from his grasp and dropping to my knees between his legs.

      “Natalie, beautiful, you don’t have to . . .”

      His words fade away when I take him out of his sweats, marveling at his length and how hard he already is. Last night, when he started to enter me, I wasn’t sure I could relax enough to enjoy it, but with his whispered encouragement and the way he rubbed my clit, I could, and oh my God, with every inch he entered I felt myself spasm around him. It was decadent, the most intoxicating feeling, especially when combined with the intense expression on his face and the way his corded muscles bunched and contracted in his chest and neck. He was holding back so he didn’t hurt me. Hottest thing I have ever seen.

      Although, kneeling in front of Cory, the look of wonder in his eyes as I take his length in my hands, this is rivaling the images of last night. Looking up at him, this strong, powerful man, seeing him crumble from a mere touch, it blooms a sense of empowerment deep within me, propelling me forward to drag my hand down his length to the root of his cock where I grip him tightly.

      “Shit, Natalie.” He sucks in a sharp breath.

      There is no way I’ll be able to take him all the way in my mouth, but I can try my best to pleasure him. I drop my mouth to the crown and swirl my tongue around the edge. His hands fall to the sheets where he grips them tightly and leans back slightly, his abs contracting with every pass of my tongue. It’s addicting watching him slowly lose his restraint. His face is so expressive.

      Opening wide, I take him into my mouth and suck on the tip, pulling a long, guttural groan from Cory. His hand falls to my face where he stares down at me and slowly rubs his thumb over my cheek as if I’m the most precious thing in his life. That’s when I open even wider and take him in as far as I can. Breathing through my nose, I angle so he touches the back of my throat while I swallow. He groans and cups my face even harder. So, I do it again, only to pull back out and lick my way up the underside of his cock where I pump him with my hand, squeezing hard.

      On a harsh exhale, he says, “Fucking hell.”

      I bring my other hand to his balls where I lightly roll them in my palm. Suck his crown, pump him hard. Roll, suck, pump. Roll, suck, pump.

      Take him all the way in my mouth . . . swallow.

      “Mother of God,” he shouts, his hips thrusting forward, dipping deeper into my mouth. “Fuck, sorry, Natalie . . . oh, God, that feels incredible.” He stills, his chest heaves, his quads tense beneath me. He’s close, so I pump even harder and bring my mouth to the tip where I suck him hard, in and out of my mouth. He tenses more, and then I feel his cock swell against my tongue.

      He grunts.

      He stills.

      “Natalie, I’m going to come.”

      It’s a warning I thrive on, because it’s sheer desperation. I am causing that. Me . . . He can’t hold back any longer. The wave of pleasure is about to blanket him and he’s giving me a warning. I take hold of him and pump faster, suck harder, the grunts falling from the back of his throat spurring me on.

      His cock swells even more just before he lets out a loud moan and comes, his head flying forward, his hands connecting to my shoulders as if I just sucked his spine out of him as he folds forward in disbelief. As he catches his breath, I stand, my knees aching from the hardwood floor, and I gingerly push him back on the bed and straddle his lap.

      I’m turned on from watching him come, from seeing how easily I can take down such a dynamic man. I roll over his lap and press my clit against his still-hard erection.

      Opening his eyes, his hands falling to my thighs, he watches me as I ride the ridge of his cock, rubbing his slick length along my equally slick center. My hands fall to his chest as I can already feel my body start to tighten, especially between my legs. This is not going to take long at all.

      “Natalie, beautiful, let me fuck you with my tongue.”

      I shake my head before he can lift me off him. “No, I want you like this. I’m so close.” I open my eyes to look at him and catch fascination in his eyes as he watches me ride him, feels me clench around him, takes the way my fingers turn into metal rods, digging into him, marking him myself.

      “That’s it. Ride me, Natalie.”

      I love the way he feels beneath me, like an unbreakable stone.

      I love the way he holds on to me, as if he needs me to be connected to him.

      And I love the way he makes me feel, like I’m whole again.

      Beautiful.

      Precious.

      Wanted.

      “Right there, right there,” I say, moving my hips faster as my core starts to contract. A burning sensation runs through my veins, pools and build, and throbs until it bursts into white-hot pleasure, searing my pulse and thrashing my mind with lust.

      I pump so hard on his cock that he grunts with me, and just as I moan out loud, his voice couples with me. He’s shifting me up and down while I contract. Then he grunts, and I feel his come on his stomach when my hand falls to his abs for support.

      My God.

      Sex can be like this?

      All-encompassing. Sensational. Addictive. Wonderful.

      I finally understand why Monica and Freddie are at it like rabbits.

      Breath caught in my throat, my lungs sucking for air, I stare at him in disbelief. “Did you just come again?”

      “Fucking . . . hell,” he breathes out, draping a beefy arm over his eyes. “Fuck, Natalie, you officially ruined me. Absolutely ruined me.”

      I run the tip of my finger over his stomach, amazed. “I just made you come again.”

      “You did.” He nods, surprised himself. “I . . . fuck . . . I can’t feel my legs.”

      Laughing, I lean forward, remove his arm, and press my lips to his. He wraps his arms around me and kisses my neck.

      “I need a shower,” I say.

      “So do I since you made me come on my stomach like a fucking teenager.”

      “Take one with me?” I kiss his cheek, his jaw, his neck.

      He grips my ass and says, “Yes, just give me a goddamn second to collect myself.”

      I giggle into his neck. I am so happy.

      Really freaking happy.

      Even a year ago, when I was still with Ansel, I wouldn’t say I was this happy. I was going through the motions with him, never stopping to appreciate what we had. But it feels different with Cory. He appreciates me, and I appreciate him. We have an open line of communication, and I can honestly say this man has made me feel beautiful again. Wanted. Needed.

      Without a doubt, I love him.

      And that’s terrifying.

      I never thought I’d fall in love again, especially after experiencing such heartbreaking betrayal and rejection. Nor did I think it would be this fast, but my heart wants what it wants.

      And right now, it’s beating unswervingly for Cory Potter.
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        * * *

      

      Cory: My place tonight?

      Natalie: Six?

      Cory: Yeah. Dress sexy.

      Natalie: Are we going out or staying in?

      Cory: Since we’re celebrating Valentine’s Day early, I don’t want to share you with anyone. Unless you want to go out, I can change the plans.

      Natalie: Your place is perfect. Can I wear a dress though? I got a red one I really want to wear for the occasion.

      Cory: I require you wear that dress.

      Natalie: Also got matching lingerie. It’s really freaking hot. Monica helped me pick it out. Her mouth was hanging open when I walked out in it.

      Cory: Fuck. Why did you say that? Now all I’m going to want is to see you in it.

      Natalie: Play your cards right and you will.

      Cory: I’ll do anything you ask of me.

      Natalie: Can’t hear that enough. Can I ask you something though?

      Cory: Shoot.

      Natalie: Are you okay? I know you told me not to look, but the article from today was hard not to see.

      Cory: Fine, beautiful. Nothing to worry about.

      Natalie: They treat you so badly. I can’t stand to see people talk about you like that when it’s not even close to the truth. They said instead of training, you’re partying all night long.

      Cory: It’s nothing you need to worry about. I can handle it but thank you for caring for me.

      Natalie: I care a lot about you.

      Cory: Right back at you. Don’t worry, I have it all under control.

      Natalie: Okay. See you at six.

      Cory: See you at six, beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      “Seriously, with the sex eyes,” I say when Cory walks over to me with a glass of wine and hands it to me. Ever since I arrived at his apartment with an overnight bag and shucked my coat, he’s been eye-fucking me, and not subtly either.

      Hand on the small of my back, he slips in next to me and places light kisses along my jaw. “You can’t be mad at me for taking my girl in every chance I get.”

      “You act like we’re not going to see each other for years.”

      “Baseball season feels like years.” He moves his lips down my neck to my exposed shoulder.

      “You are gone until April for spring training but then you’re back here, in Chicago, with me. My schedule is super flexible, and I can be your booty call whenever you want it.”

      He chuckles and whispers, “You’re more than my booty call and you know that.”

      “Yeah, tell me more about what I am to you, it’s our Valentine’s, after all.”

      “You’re a pain in my ass.”

      “What?” I pull away, feigning shock. “How so?”

      His brow raises and his beautiful eyes shine back at me with humor. Even though we’re in his apartment for our date tonight, we both chose to dress up. He’s wearing gray, flat-front dress pants and a navy-blue button-up, making his eyes shine brighter. But he’s barefoot and it’s so freaking sexy. I’m in a red, form-fitting dress that cuts low on my cleavage and something I’d probably never wear in public with how short it is, but it works great for a night at Cory’s apartment.

      Although, all through dinner, I kept pulling on the hem because it felt like it was going to roll up and over my waist the entire time.

      “How are you a pain in my ass? Because you’re holding out on me. All I’ve wanted to do since you got here is rip that dress off to see what you’re hiding underneath and you won’t let me.”

      “Umm, do you not remember how you wouldn’t even let me see your penis until a few days ago? Pretty sure you having to wait until later tonight to strip me down isn’t going to kill you.”

      “Not true. Now I know what your pussy feels like. I leave tomorrow, I want that pussy as much as I can get tonight.”

      Oh God, the way he says pussy, pronouncing it with such a deep voice, it sends a thrill of excitement through my bones.

      Taking his hand in mine, I take him to the balcony of his apartment and open the door. The cool breeze startles me, but Cory turns on his outdoor heaters making it bearable quickly. He drapes a warm blanket over my shoulders and then captures my body with his, pinning me against the rail, my back to his front, as we overlook Lake Michigan.

      “You know I want you more than anything,” I say, leaning my head against his shoulder. “But this is something I’m going to remember when you’re in Florida. This moment, feeling your entire body protecting me, keeping me warm and sheltered as your lips casually press against different parts of my skin. I love your dick, but this right here, this also feels so much like heaven, because I like everything about you.”

      “I like everything about you too,” he says. “I just wish you would have let me get you something for Valentine’s Day. I feel like a bad boyfriend with nothing to give you.”

      Turning in his embrace, I set my wineglass down and grip his shirt. “I told you, you’re my gift. That’s all I need, nothing else.” I smile. “That and a ticket to spring training.”

      “You can have as many tickets as you want as long as that means I get to see you.”

      “Tell me when and where, I’ll be there.” I reach up on my toes and press a kiss to his jaw, unable to reach his lips without a little help from him bending. He lowers and offers his lips. I thread my fingers around the back of his neck and slide my mouth over his but only briefly before pulling away. I want to enjoy him a little longer before I strip down for him.

      He sighs against me, resting his chin to my forehead and says, “I’m going to miss this. Wish I knew you weren’t married way earlier.”

      “What would you have done if you had known?”

      Holding me tightly, he says, “Asked Jason for your number, asked you on a date, and then never would have let you out of my sight.”

      I draw small circles over his chest and say, “What do you think our vacation to St. Croix would have been like?”

      He chuckles and says, “Probably a lot like everyone else’s: multiple hours in their hotel rooms, not watching The Office. Although, I did love watching The Office with you.”

      “I miss it, so maybe that’s what we should do tonight,” I tease.

      His brow pinches together as he says, “Fuck no. I’ll be eating that sweet pussy of yours.”

      God, Ansel never talked so crudely to me and I’m glad he didn’t, because it makes it that much more provocative when Cory does. He holds nothing back, so I know exactly what he’s thinking, especially in the moment.

      “Still hungry?” I ask with a cheeky grin.

      “Very.” He lifts my chin, kissing me again, but I only give him a short taste before pulling away. He groans in frustration. “You’re killing me, Natalie.”

      I chuckle. “Just hold me for a little while longer. I love how your arms feel around me. I want to soak you up.”

      His eyes soften and he pulls me in tighter, kissing the top of my head. “Do you know what the key to a successful long-distance relationship is? Well . . . what I’ve read up on, at least.”

      “You read up on how to succeed in a long-distance relationship?” My heart, how freaking adorable is he? It just shows how much he cares.

      “I did. And one of the things I learned was if you talk every day, FaceTime as much as you can, send each other pictures of one another, and keep the lines of communication open, it will all work out.”

      “That seems easy.”

      “That’s what I thought. Oh, I almost forgot. It also said the woman should perform a striptease at least twice a week over FaceTime.” He shrugs. “I didn’t come up with the rules.”

      “You’re ridiculous, Potter.”

      “Ridiculously in love with you.” Both of us pause as the words fall past his lips. From the shocked look on his face, he didn’t mean to say that, but then his features soften and he lets out a breathy laugh. “Shit, I’m sorry. I know it’s too soon for you. I don’t know why . . .” He chuckles again and then looks up to the sky. “Fuck, this is embarrassing.” Taking a deep breath, he cups my cheek as my eyes water. I look up at him. My heart thumps so heavily in my chest that it drowns out the sounds of the city beneath us. “I love you, Natalie, and please don’t think you need to—”

      “I love . . . you,” I choke out softly, a small tear floating down my cheek.

      “Wh-what?” he asks, shocked.

      Gripping him tightly, feeling like everything is right, I say, “I love you too, Cory.”

      “Are you”—he drags his hand over his mouth—“are you fucking serious?”

      I laugh from his reaction and nod. I’m positively stunned. He loves me. “I am.”

      “Holy shit.” He quickly grips both of my cheeks. “Holy shit, Natalie. I love you. I love you so fucking much. I started loving you the minute I saw your smile at the fundraiser.” He’s talking so fast, it warms me up inside. “Fuck.” He rests his forehead against mine. “Please tell me I can take you to my bedroom now.”

      “I need you to,” I say, my heart just about to explode from how happy I feel.

      He laces his fingers with mine and guides me to his bedroom right after he turns off the heaters, locks the balcony door, and turns off the lights to the main living space. His intentions are clear, and I am all in.

      When we reach the foot of his bed, he takes the blanket from me, tosses it to the ground and then turns me around where he finds the zipper of my dress.

      Speaking closely to my ear, he says, “I’ve been waiting all fucking day to see what you have hiding under here.” Slowly, he unzips me and lets the dress fall to the floor, pooling at my feet. Immediately his hands fall to my hips as he sucks in a sharp breath. “Fuck, Natalie.” He spins me around so he can take in the one-piece lingerie I’m wearing. I’m not going to lie and say it’s been comfortable to wear since it’s a one-piece thong with just about zero coverage anywhere, but the look on Cory’s face is completely worth it.

      His fingers trace over the red lace that shows everything—my breasts, my nipples, my pussy. It acts as a thin veil, and that’s about it. Not to mention it cuts high on the bikini line, giving him an expansive view of my hips.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous . . .” He shakes his head. “And you’re all mine.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and say, “I’m all yours.”
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      “Going to finally earn that paycheck this season?” someone hollers.

      “You’re washed up, Potter,” another person shouts.

      “You’re a fucking piece of trash. Go back to Baltimore,” a fan drips with venom.

      I push past the flagrant insults and make my way into the ballpark; it’s the first day of spring training and I already want it to be over. I’ve never had this feeling before. Heading into spring training I’ve always felt invigorated, ready for the season to start, but with the combination of leaving Natalie in Chicago and the shitty treatment I’ve gotten since I became a Rebel, I’m already begging for the season to be over.

      And I hate that.

      If anything, I’ve prided myself on the fact that I love this game. I play it because I love it. I train hard because I love it. It’s never been about the money or the accolades for me. It’s been about being the best I can be for my team, for me, and for my family.

      That love has been taken away from me, making my job a chore rather than something I enjoy, something I look forward to. And even though Marcus said fans would ignore my family, they are too proud and supportive not to be affected. My mom and dad would hate this. Rian and Sean would be mortified for me. And Milly? Devastated. Despite the fans not going after family, in my case, they’ve hit their mark regardless.

      “Shitty crowd this morning,” Marcus says, coming up from behind me.

      I shrug. “It is what it is. How are Kate and the kids?”

      “The first days are always the hardest, but thankfully Kate gets along with my parents very well and they’re there right now, helping out. It will be better once we’re back in Chicago and I can lend a hand more.”

      “I can understand that.”

      We make our way to the locker room to get changed as Marcus asks, “How’s Natalie?”

      “Good. Spoke with her this morning. She’s flying out in a week, booked her flight last night. Counting down the days.” Smiling to myself, I say, “Said the big L word before I left.”

      “Seriously?” Marcus asks, just as Jason screams at us from down the hallway.

      Galloping like an asshat, he flings himself into my arms and kisses my neck. What the actual fuck . . .

      I know he does that to Knox and Carson all the time, but now me too? Not sure kissing me is going to be accepted by the fans, or my teammates.

      “I missed you.” He turns to Marcus and puckers up, but Marcus backs away and holds his hand out.

      “A handshake is good.”

      Jason laughs a good hearty laugh and then pulls Marcus into a hug but keeps his lips to himself as I desperately rub my shirt on my neck, trying to erase the feeling of his mouth on my skin.

      “How’s it going? I’m excited we all get to practice together today.”

      At least Jason is feeling the spirit of spring training.

      “Good,” Marcus says with a conspiratorial smile. “Cory was just telling me how he told your sister he loves her.”

      Motherfucker, Marcus.

      “Dude,” I say just as Jason takes a step back and crosses his arms over his chest.

      “You what?”

      “Don’t make this a thing,” I say quickly but not quick enough, because Jason starts waving his hand in front of his face and talking in a high-pitched tone.

      “You said you love her? Holy shit, you’re my brother-in-law.”

      “Okay, so this is going to be a thing.”

      “Of course it’s going to be a fucking thing.” Jason wraps his arms around me and picks me up, shaking me. The dude has to be really fucking strong to be holding me in the air right now.

      I look over at Marcus, who’s shaking his head and laughing, leaning against the wall, taking us in.

      “This is your fault.”

      He laughs some more. “I’m not even sorry.”

      Finally, Jason puts me on the ground and grabs me by the shoulders. Looking me square in the eyes, he says, “Don’t fucking hurt her.”

      “Never,” I answer, making direct eye contact, and I mean it. I would never hurt her. Natalie has quickly wiggled herself under my skin and into my heart, and I can imagine a day when she’s the most important thing in my life followed by my family, and then baseball. That should terrify me.

      Arm over my shoulder, Jason walks me toward the locker room, practically skipping.

      “Dude, the pitchers and catchers are pretty cool.” Leaning in, he says, “Maddox is totally impressed with you.”

      Talk about shocking the piss right out of someone. I stop in my tracks and say, “What?” Marcus keeps walking, giving us a moment.

      “Yeah, said your work ethic was unlike anything he’s ever seen.”

      I clear my ear out, trying to understand if I’m hearing the right thing. “What, uh . . . what?”

      Laughing, Jason keeps walking me toward the locker room. “You would be surprised with how quickly you can impress someone when you put in the work.”

      Well fuck. I put in the work last year, so where was the love then?

      Knowing not everyone hates me takes away some of the dread of practice.

      We push through the locker room door and there are a few guys stationed at their lockers, getting changed and ready. Some turn their heads to greet us, some nod their heads while music plays in the background.

      The smell.

      The sounds.

      The distinct feel of spring training surrounds me and for the first time since I left Baltimore, I’m starting to feel at home.

      “Nice attempt at a beard,” Maddox says, coming up behind me. “Could be thicker.”

      His voice startles me at first because any time he’s talked to me, his voice has been full of malice, hate, dislike. He’s egged me on, encouraged me to fight, poked and prodded at me until I felt like I was at my breaking point. Not just him, but all the guys, and yet, they’re . . . smiling. What the fuck happened?

      Not wanting to disturb the peace and call a spade a spade—why the fuck are you being nice to me?—I go with a joking lilt. “Have any oils for that?” I ask, knowing full well, Maddox is one of those guys who relies on “holistic” methods to help him ease the tension in his body.

      “Nah, you either got it or you don’t.” He walks over to his locker and takes a seat in the chair in front of it, and it’s like being in a different universe. Teammates are smiling at me, shaking my hand, talking to me. What the fuck happened over the last few months that changed their minds about me? Because last I knew, they hated me. But it’s almost as if Maddox gave me his approval and so now everyone has.

      Turning to Jason, I quietly whisper, “Did you say anything to these guys?”

      He shakes his head. “Hell no. I wasn’t about to sign my death sentence.” At least he’s honest. “When that shit was released about you on the beach rather than preparing for spring training, they saw it wasn’t true. They knew you were the one busting your ass in the cages, taking ball after ball off the tee. And, a lot of the guys stepped up. There’s something to be said about leading a team without being vocal about it, and that’s what you’ve been doing.”

      It’s what I’ve always done. If you want a change, be the change. That’s the motto I’ve lived off. It’s why I don’t partake in any of the press, why I don’t shoot back at fans, why I keep my mouth shut, because if I want a change . . . I need to be the change.

      “Personally, I think his beard is coming in nicely,” Ray, our second baseman says, coming up to me and examining it. “Has a thickness that will make him want to die in the summer.”

      “You think?” Nate, our shortstop says, walking up to me now, so two of my teammates are examining my beard, running their fingers over it. “Huh, it’s softer than I thought.”

      Marcus is now up in my face, cupping my jaw. “I saw it from day one, just little-bitty hairs. Now, it’s starting to gain some legs.” He pretends to wipe a tear. “Makes me so goddamn happy.”

      I push at his chest and he laughs, backing away.

      “How long did it take?” Maddox asks, leaning against his locker now, his arms crossed over his chest, looking like the actual rebel that he is. He drives a Harley into the stadium, has a mohawk, faux-hawk, not quite sure, and looks the part from head to toe with his dark features and menacing eyes, but right now, a worn-out book in his hand, the same leather one I always see him carry around, he doesn’t look menacing. He looks observant, interested.

      “To grow it?” I ask. He nods. “Longer than I care to admit.”

      He chuckles and I swear the earth rumbles beneath me, because I don’t think I’ve ever heard the man chuckle.

      “The old man on the team can’t even grow a beard when management asks him.” He shakes his head and smirks. “At least you tried.” He opens his book and pulls a pen from behind his ear and starts making sketch marks.

      “I’d do just about anything short of sucking your dick to support my team.”

      Smirking still, Maddox says, “I get my dick sucked off enough; that’s covered.” He glances up and says, “The beard is a start, but your work ethic is what got you noticed.”

      It’s weird having this conversation just loud enough for everyone to hear in the locker room, and a part of me wonders if Maddox is doing that on purpose, if he’s ensuring all the guys know where we stand. My conversation with Marcus about Maddox surfaces to the forefront of my mind. He cares about the team, homegrown, holds the Rebel badge to his heart. He’s not going to let someone just slip in; they have to prove themselves. I didn’t do that last year, but I’ll be damned if I don’t this year.

      “Potter.” Our manager pops into the locker room. “A word.”
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        * * *

      

      I’m a thirty-five-year-old man who’s been playing baseball for as long as I can remember. I’ve won every award you can think of including Platinum Glove, which is fucking rare, I’ve led my team in every batting category, and I’m one of the highest paid active baseball players in the league. But still, to this day, when a manager calls me into his office, I always feel nerves roll through my stomach.

      It takes me back to the days in high school, when getting called to your coach’s office meant you were sitting out a game, or you were going to be cut if you didn’t get your shit together. Or in college, at Brentwood, when Coach Disik was about to ream you a new one. Going into the office never brought on anything good.

      Today is no exception.

      Standing in the office with my semi-new manager is Gregory, the head of PR for the Rebels. And they don’t look happy.

      “Take a seat.” I sit down, sitting tall in my chair, as slouching shows a lack of respect. I clasp my hands in front of me and wait for them to lead the conversation.

      From his back, Gregory lays a picture on the table and says, “What’s this?”

      Invisible claws snag at my stomach as I lean forward and take in the picture. I’ve heard of this before, guys being pulled into offices and getting a picture slapped in front of them, one that is never in favor of the player, but I never expected it to happen to me. I’m a straight-laced guy. I don’t do stupid shit, ever. Hell, I love rules, they run my life, they’re my structure, so I’d never break them on purpose, so whatever the picture is, it has to be a mistake.

      The lights from above are reflecting off the gloss of the paper, so I have to pick it up to identify the image and when I do, my heart starts to hammer a little harder in my chest. Not because of any harm to my image, but because I’m holding hands with Natalie, looking at her as if she holds my whole world in the palm of her hand. There are multiple pictures, so I flip through them. There’s one of us kissing passionately, me laughing at something she said, and of course, the one looking down at her.

      I glance at my manager and Gregory and say, “These are pictures of me and my girlfriend, Natalie.”

      “And what is Natalie wearing?”

      Why the fuck does that matter? I glance at the pictures again and then I see it.

      Fuck.

      “Shit,” I say, pushing my hand through my hair. “She wasn’t thinking. She was running late and forgot to change.”

      Gregory leans forward on the desk and says, “Do you realize how fucking bad this is? That you’re kissing a girl wearing a Bobbie for life shirt? Fuck, Potter, we’re trying to help you here and now these pictures surface. They’re going to be run this week. Not sure when, but they’re going to strike when the time is right.”

      Fuck.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      “We weren’t thinking and . . . how the fuck were these pictures taken?” I ask, remembering we were just outside the golfing range. “I didn’t see any cameras there.”

      “They are always watching, especially since you’re a big story right now. Any mistake they’re going to catch and this was a big mistake. Huge.”

      “This was weeks ago,” I say. “Why are they bringing it up now?”

      “Because, we’re starting spring training. We’re trying to save your image, they have enough fodder on you to make your life a living hell for at least the next couple of months. The city thrives off this rivalry, they live for it, and unfortunately you’re the perfect target, the perfect story to feed that rivalry.”

      “What can I do?” I ask, immediately thinking about Natalie. Is she going to be hounded? “Do they know who she is?”

      “Not sure,” Gregory says.

      “Does Jason know?”

      Gregory’s eyes pull together in question as my manager sits back and listens. I’m sure he wants nothing to do with this and just focus on the game but unfortunately, this is part of it. “What does Orson have to do with it?”

      “Natalie is his sister,” I say.

      An oh shit look crosses Gregory’s face before he pinches his nose as his other arm folds over his chest. “Mother . . . fucker.” He takes a few calming breaths and then says, “Okay, as far as we know, the media has no idea who she is, at least they’re not telling me if they do, which is odd since she’s been in the public eye. Either way, I must ask. Is she coming here?”

      “Yeah, next week.” I wince, feeling that sense of dread taking over again.

      He nods and looks off to the side. “I can’t tell you what to do, but it might be in your best interest if you tell her not to come. It could cause more of a headache than good. But that’s up to you. If she does come down, make sure she’s wearing a goddamn Rebels shirt.”

      I nod, unsure what to say, or really do at this point. Finally I ask, “They’re going to run the picture?”

      “They’d be stupid not to. Rebels cash cow caught kissing the enemy? Yeah, that’s going to sell big time.”

      “Shit. I’m really sorry. I wasn’t thinking.” I let out a slow breath, thinking about the leeway I just made with the guys and wondering if it’s going to be washed away now. “Should I say something to the guys? Warn them?”

      This is when my manager steps in and shakes his head. “We keep media off the field. Rumors and headlines are no place for the ball field. If we’re making headlines out on the diamond, it’s for our gloves and bats, not our godforsaken personal lives.”

      I nod, understanding completely. “Yes, sir.” Turning to Gregory, I ask, “Is there anything I can do in the meantime?”

      He shakes his head and says, “Just keep doing what you’re doing, training and practicing. Let us work the angles for you.”

      Standing, I let out another slow breath, apologize, and then head out the door.

      Fuck. What the hell do I do now? I’ve never been this guy—the one who brings trouble. I’ve never had to worry about what photos of me might communicate, so I’m out of my depth here. The guys on the team shouldn’t cause shit with this, as I think that bridge has been crossed, but Natalie? The thought of the media hounding her? I just fucking hope they don’t find out who she is.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, there you are,” Natalie says as her face pops up on the screen of my phone. “I was getting nervous for a second that you disappeared.”

      I chuckle, but even I can hear how fake it sounds. “Been really busy.” And I haven’t been able to figure out a way to tell you not to come down here.

      It’s been two days since I saw the pictures and I swear, I’m walking on eggshells, ready for them to appear. I want to tell Natalie about them, open communication and all, but I also know she’d probably feel like absolute shit if she knew those pictures were about to surface and that it’s been causing me stress.

      “I’m sure. But do you know who did have a moment to FaceTime me?” she asks with a quirk of her brow. Shit. “My brother.”

      “Oh yeah?” I ask, casually. What does that say about me? Jason can find the time to FaceTime her in between calling Dottie, but I only sent texts? Great. This is not boding well for me at all.

      “Yes, and he told me he was worried about you.” Fucking Jason and his sensitive soul. “What’s going on, Cory? We told each other we were going to be open and honest. Texting, pictures, FaceTime. The first day I knew you were getting settled, so I gave you that. But not hearing from you yesterday, that doesn’t sit right with me.”

      I drag my hand over my face, hating that she’s right and that I’ve already been a shitty boyfriend. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Natalie.” I blow out a long breath. “I . . .” I look away and figure, she’s right—open communication. This is only going to work if there’s complete honesty. Looking back at her worried expression, I ask, “What did Jason say to you?”

      Her brow pinches together and I hate that look of worry. She didn’t sign up for that, and it’s my responsibility to carry this shit. As it’s always been. But it doesn’t help that her brother is telling her what’s happening either.

      “He said you’ve been getting along with the guys, which is great to hear, but that you’re reserved and quiet when it’s just you two. He said that you’re getting heckled entering the stadium.”

      “Nothing new there,” I say, remembering some of the shitty things they said about me today.

      “But still, you shouldn’t be treated like that. He also said you were pulled into your manager’s office on the first day, and that’s what set off your mood.”

      True. All facts. Way to tell her almost everything, Jason. I’m reserved around him, because I use all my goddamn energy around the guys, not wanting to show them one ounce of worry. They need to be able to know my mental strength is unshakable. They need to know that nothing is going to shake me on the field. And even though, when I’m in the locker room or driving back to my hotel room, my heart feels like it’s in my throat with worry, I push that to the side the minute my cleats are slipped on. I have a job to do, and that job is to play baseball and be part of a team, a team that I’m still desperately trying to earn respect from.

      “What’s going on, Cory?”

      She deserves the truth. I just hate that she’s going to feel terrible about it.

      Taking a deep breath, I say, “The press is still having a field day with me.”

      “I’ve read.” She glances away. “I love you, Cory. I want to know that you’re okay.”

      “I love you too, beautiful. So fucking much it hurts not to be with you right now,” I say, the ache in my chest growing exponentially when I realize I can’t reach through the phone and pull her into my arms. This is why I never had a relationship while playing baseball, because of this distance, this undeniable pain constantly washing through my veins from not being able to have my girl right next to me.

      “I don’t understand why they keep making things up about you.”

      “Because I’m an easy target.” I shrug. “It’s shitty, but it is what it is. I get paid a fuck ton of money to not let it affect my mental game, and that’s what I’m trying to do. Block it out. But, uh, when I was called into my manager’s office, I was informed of some pictures the press plan on releasing at some point this week.”

      “Oh God, are they naked pictures of us?” she asks, her face going white.

      “No.” I quickly put her at ease. “No, nothing like that, it’s just of us holding hands and embracing.”

      “Oh.” She laughs. “Okay, jeeze, you made it seem like—”

      “You’re wearing the Bobbies shirt.”

      She pauses and just like that, I see all the color drain from her beautiful face as her mouth falls open and her hand falls to her heart. “Oh my God, Cory. I—”

      “Yeah, Gregory from PR is trying to clear the pictures before they surface, but I’m not sure if he has or not. They haven’t printed yet, which I’m surprised about, so maybe he took care of it.” Tears form in her eyes and this is exactly what I was afraid of, Natalie feeling the burden of all of this. “Listen to me, Natalie, this is not your fault.”

      “Are you insane?” she asks, her voice breaking. “Of course this is my fault. I am so stupid.” She presses her hand over her eyes. “I just made your life exponentially harder from a stupid mistake. I wasn’t thinking.”

      “It’s going to be okay,” I say but the words hold no weight, because I don’t know if it’s going to be okay or not.

      It seems so innocent and to any other team, any other city, this wouldn’t be an issue. The pictures wouldn’t be on any radar, but given my backstory, the multiple pictures of me as a kid in Bobbies clothes, my brother-in-law being a Bobbie, the media amping up the rivalry, the pictures are monumentally devastating.

      A tear falls down her cheek as she shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Cory. I really, really am.”

      “I know,” I say softly, hating what I’m going to say next. Seeing that single tear roll down her cheek feels like a rusty pitchfork’s digging into my gut, churning and churning to point that I’m nauseas. “I . . . uh, I was thinking that maybe it’s best you don’t come to visit quite yet.”

      “What?” Her eyes shoot up and her lip trembles. “Are you . . . breaking up with me?”

      “What? No,” I shout, my chest growing so tight that it almost feels impossible to breathe. “No, fuck, I’m not breaking up with you. I love you, Natalie.”

      “Then why don’t you want me there?” she asks, and I can hear the vulnerability in her voice. I can see the desolation in her eyes.

      “It’s not that I don’t want you here, because hell, I need you here, Natalie. I need your warm embrace, your soft lips, your smile. I need it all now more than ever. But I’m terrified what might happen if you’re here when the pictures come out, if they do.”

      “Nothing is going to happen to me.” Her calming tone eases some of the tension. “Rebels fans are assholes, but they’re not criminals.”

      I laugh at that and shake my head. “I understand, but I also don’t want you to see anything, hear anything.”

      “I will eventually.”

      “Not at the height of it all,” I say and then sigh. “I know it sucks, and I’m going to miss you like crazy, but I really think it’s for the best. I love you. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      She looks off to the side, biting the corner of her lip. “I love you too.”

      Resolved with this conversation and wanting to move on, I ask, “How was lunch with Joseph?”

      The mention of her brother makes her smile as she brings her eyes back to mine. “Wonderful. He was at a local high school the other day promoting The Lineup. My mom spoke to an assembly of athletes about inclusion, they showed the PR clip we had put together, and the teenagers asked how they could start a program immediately.”

      “That’s amazing. He must have been so happy.”

      “He was. He was beaming, that’s for sure. We have a long way to go but getting a local high school on board with our mission is one step closer to full-on inclusion.”

      I smile at her, wondering how I was able to get this beautiful girl with the even more beautiful heart to fall in love with me, to even give me a shot.

      We spend the next two hours talking about spring training, the guys, Jason’s ability to win over everyone in a matter of seconds, Joseph’s candid ability to joke around just like Jason, and how much we miss each other. We don’t do anything frisky. We don’t even flash each other the goods. But we connect on a deeply intimate level and when we hang up, for the first time in two days, I feel like everything is going to be okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NATALIE

      

      

      

      “Where are you right now?”

      “The airport,” I say on a wince.

      “Oh Natalie,” Monica says on a sigh. “I thought he told you not to go.”

      “I know. I know.” I shift in my uncomfortable airport seat and bring my knees into my chest. “But I need to see him. I need to make sure he’s okay, that we’re okay.”

      “You said you were.”

      “It seems like it. But there’s something missing when he talks to me, almost like he’s holding back again. There’s worry in his eyes even when he’s smiling and laughing with me. I think if we just press reset, everything will be okay.”

      “What about the pictures?”

      “I think Gregory took care of them, because it’s been a week and they’re not out. With spring training starting, now would be the perfect time to release something like that.”

      “True.” And she pauses for a second before saying, “I’m still nervous for you.”

      “It’s not like I’m going to find another woman in his hotel room,” I say, because that’s what Monica almost seems like she’s alluding to.

      “Oh my God, no.” From her quick response, I relax. Cory would not do that, but I don’t want Monica to even entertain that thought in her head about him. “Cory would never cheat on you, not just because of what Ansel did to you, but because he’s not that man. I’m just worried that he’s super stressed right now and having you there might stress him out more.”

      “Yeah, I can see where you’re right, but then again, what’s being in a relationship if we can’t shoulder some of the responsibility of stress, right? Plus, this added stress he’s been harboring is from me, so I want him to know that everything is okay. I’m a big girl, I can handle things.”

      “Okay. I mean, you’re at the airport anyway. Maybe take him some Garrett’s popcorn?”

      “Already bought some.”

      She chuckles. “Now that’s a good girlfriend. Okay. I have to go. Good luck, and text me when you get there.”

      “I will, thanks. Love you.” I hang up and stare out at the tarmac where planes are coming and going, bags are being tossed around, kitchen galleys are restocked, and cars buzz around with a purpose.

      While life happens below me, I keep trying to remind myself that this is a good idea. Seeing Cory is a good idea. Being with him will only help us, not hurt us.

      With that mindset, I lean back in my chair and wait to be called to my gate.

      The entire flight, I listen to King Princess, loving the smooth tone of her voice. The flight is flawless, besides some turbulence headed into Fort Myers. I enjoyed a can of apple juice, some pretzels, and some word search puzzles, because I’m old-fashioned like that.

      Once we land, I turn my phone off airplane mode only to be flooded by texts from Dottie and Monica. My heart sinks as I see the headline copy and pasted into the message thread from Monica, followed by her text.

      Monica: This is not good.

      Shit.

      I open it quickly, but of course it takes forever to load thanks to the metal tube I’m sitting in, but when it finally does open, my heart sinks from the headline and the pictures of me and Cory, kissing, my Bobbies shirt clear as day.

      Potter Shows Zero Loyalty.

      It feels like my lungs just exploded and landed on the floor, making it impossible to breathe despite my throat gasping for air.

      Even though I know it will only make the situation worse, I scroll to the article and read it to myself while the flight attendant welcomes the plane to Fort Myers.

      This just in from the latest Potter Watch. Rebels starting first baseman, with a nine-figure contract, was spotted with his girlfriend outside of Top Golf in Chicago. A close source to the couple says they’ve been dating for a few weeks. But what really has Rebels fans in a rebellion is the clear statement he’s making by dating a Bobbies fan who has no problem displaying her loyalty. Sources are also saying Potter is having a hard time finding his groove and meshing with the guys at spring training. Maybe we’re being presumptuous, but it might be because he’s parading around with a Bobbies fan and showing the city of Chicago exactly where he stands . . . on the side of red and blue.

      “Shit,” I mutter, taking in the pictures again. It’s actually a beautiful shot of us. Cory is looking at me as if I own his world, and I’m smiling up at him, clearly the happiest girl out there. The only problem with the picture is the shirt I’m wearing. So stupid. So, so stupid.

      I type Monica back.

      Natalie: I feel like I’m going to throw up. This is bad.

      Monica: That’s not even the worst article of them all. Did you read the fan comments?

      My stomach churns and I shake my head.

      Natalie: I don’t think I can do that. I already feel like the pretzels I ate are going to make a reappearance. I just need to get to him. Do you think he’s seen it?

      Monica: If he hasn’t already, he sure as hell will when he gets off the field.

      There’s no doubt in my mind he will. I just hope I can beat him to his hotel room.
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck.” The door to the hotel slams and Cory’s angry voice sails through the hotel suite. It’s a nice room with a small kitchenette, living space and a giant bed, and I know from being Jason’s sister, not everyone gets these rooms, and the rookies have to share rooms sometimes. Cory has earned this suite.

      It has to be that nine-figure contract the news keeps talking about.

      Thankfully he hadn’t cancelled my room keycard last week when he told me not to come, so at least I could be waiting for him in his room and not in the lobby.

      He hasn’t spotted me yet, but I can see him, leaning against his door, one hand pushing through his hair, the other holding his phone as he scrolls through it.

      “Jesus. Fuck,” he mutters again. This time, he tosses his phone at the couch and then brings both his hands to his hair and looks up, and that’s when he spots me standing in the middle of the room. He startles back for a second, then blinks, then his entire face calms as he charges toward me.

      His hand sinks to the back of my neck as he pulls me into his chest and brings his mouth down to mine.

      Relief floods through my every limb. I reach up and grip the back of his neck as he devours my mouth. Frantic, he parts my lips with his tongue, then dives and glides it along mine as his mouth works mine with such a frenzied passion that it almost makes me cry. He told me not to come, but in a matter of seconds, I know I made the right decision. He needs me here more than anything. He needs this release, this embrace, someone to lean on even if he tries to tell me he’s okay. He’s kissing me, as if he couldn’t be more grateful that I’m here.

      “I need to be inside you,” he says between kisses, moving me back to the bed.

      He tears my shirt over my head and unlatches my bra at the same time as his mouth presses across my jaw and down my neck. For a brief moment, he pushes away to pull his shirt over his head by gripping the back and dragging it over his freshly showered hair, the only way guys know how to. He chucks it to the side and then lowers me on the bed where he removes my leggings and thong, not even bothering to take in the new lace I bought for the trip. Staring down at me, he gets rid of his jeans and briefs as well along with his socks and shoes and then pushes us both up on the bed. His mouth falls to my breasts while his hand trails down my stomach, to my pubic bone, and then slips between my thighs where he presses two fingers inside me. When he feels that I’m already wet, he groans against my breast, nips at it with his teeth, and then pulls away.

      He lifts onto his knees, grips his cock, and then closes his eyes in distress. “Fuck, I don’t have any condoms.”

      “I’m on the pill,” I say, letting him know that it’s okay. “I trust you.”

      “Hell.” He bends forward, his heavy erection pressing against my leg as he cups my cheek and kisses me with such force that he steals the very air from my lungs, only to return it when his cock rubs against my center. “I love you,” he says, against my lips and then grips himself and pushes against my entrance.

      I gasp and spread my legs, welcoming him inside me, needing him inside me. He doesn’t take his time. Instead, he enters me in one smooth thrust and I nearly come from the guttural groan that falls past Cory’s lips.

      “Oh fuck . . . me,” he says through clenched teeth. “Shit, beautiful. Best feeling ever. Best feeling . . . ever,” he repeats, starting to move in and out of me. “So warm. So tight. So wet. Shit, I won’t last.”

      Neither will I, not when his voice is so strained, not when it feels like I couldn’t be any more full, not with the way his hand snakes down to my front and starts playing with my clit. By the way his thumb works my clit so quickly, he wants me to come with him.

      “Shit, Natalie, I’m there. I’m right there.”

      I thrust my hips up as he enters me, and I swear he touches me in a spot I’ve never felt before.

      “Again, oh fuck, Cory, do that again.”

      So he does, hitting me in just the right spot that my vision turns blurry and with every thrust. Everything fades until a burst of light hits me so hard that my nerves spread through my veins, rocking me into an eternal bliss.

      I contract around him, scream out his name, and ride his cock so hard that I barely register him coming as well until we’re both breathing heavily, him on top of me, our sweaty bodies sliding against one another. Still inside me, Cory kisses my cheek, my nose, my eyes, and then my mouth for a few seconds at a leisurely pace before he presses his forehead to mine and says, “I’m so fucking grateful you’re here.”

      I believe him, every last piece of him, because his grip on me is so strong that I’m concerned he’s not doing as well as I thought he was.

      “I’m glad I came too,” I say, pressing a kiss to his chin, his scruff a total turn-on for me. “Think we can order some food and then talk? I’m starving.”

      “Yes,” he says, giving me one last long kiss and then pulling out of me.

      We both clean up. I quickly rinse off in the shower while he orders us a few burgers, and then we curl up on the couch together, me in one of his shirts, him in a pair of athletic shorts, and that’s it. It’s been a week . . . a freaking week and seeing him in person makes my chest squeeze with longing. I didn’t realize how much I actually fell for this man until just now, having him next to me, our fingers linked together, the relief in his eyes shining back at me.

      “Thank you for coming, even though I told you not to.”

      “I needed to see you. You haven’t sounded the same on the phone.”

      He blows out a heavy breath and grips the ends of his hair. “Yeah, it’s been pretty hard down here. The guys are cool, but I can tell they’re not too excited about the attention and the added negative publicity to the team. Fans are brutal and it seems like no matter what I do, nothing is good enough.” He looks up at me and adds, “And then the article today, I’m guessing you saw it.”

      I nod. “Once I landed. Dottie and Monica sent it to me.” I scoot in even closer and say, “I’m so sorry, Cory. I can’t—” I start to tear up and catch my breath.

      “This is not on you. This is the media trying to make things exponentially worse to sell more ad space, more papers, more magazines. This has nothing to do with you or me and everything to do with their bottom line.”

      “But at the expense of you? How is that fair?”

      “It comes with the territory. The bigger the paycheck, the bigger the attention.” He looks me in the eyes and says, “I just hate that you’re being dragged into it and so is the team. I’ve had my fair share of press in the past, but nothing like this, and I really don’t know how to navigate it.”

      “Well, telling me not to come visit isn’t the way.”

      “I know,” he sighs. “I’m just, fuck, Natalie, I’m going through a shitload of stuff right now and I feel like I’m on the verge of actually breaking through to these guys on my team. They’re lukewarm with me, and l need them to trust me.”

      “You don’t think you have their trust?”

      “No.” He shakes his head.

      “But Jason—”

      He stops me with a squeeze to my thigh. “Natalie, I love you, but I think we need to draw a fine line right now. I know you’re close with your brother, but I don’t want you going to him for information about me. If you want to know something, you come to me. I had the same conversation with him this morning, to not play the middleman when he was telling me you were feeling like I was acting weird. If this is going to work, we need to keep our relationship to ourselves and not lean on Jason to communicate for us.”

      Ouch, that hurts, but I understand where he’s coming from. I wouldn’t be too happy if Milly was coming to me about worries and concerns of Cory’s. I’d be really angry about it, actually.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “You’re right, Jason can’t be in the middle of us.” I bite the corner of my lip, nervous to find the answer to my next question, but I know it needs to be answered. “What’s going to happen next? With the article. Are they going to . . . make you break up with me?”

      “What? No.” He shakes his head and brings my hand to his lips where he kisses my knuckles. “They can’t do that. I’m not really sure what’s going to happen. I got an email from Gregory before I walked in here; I have to head in early tomorrow to talk about it.”

      Still feeling nervous, I say, “I really hope I didn’t ruin us.” I flip his hand over and draw light circles on his palm. “When I first started talking to you, I never thought you’d be interested in me, let alone want to date me. I didn’t even think I was ready for a serious relationship, but you proved me wrong and I’d feel so awful if I ruined everything by being careless.”

      “You didn’t. I promise,” he says, cupping my cheek. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      There’s a knock at the door and Cory stands from the couch but presses a quick kiss to my lips before grabbing the room service. While he makes small talk with the staff, I pull my legs in tight to my chest and look out at the window that overlooks the city. I hear what Cory is telling me, I can see it in his touch and words, but there’s something in the back of my head that keeps bothering me, something I can’t quite place. And for some reason, I think it’s going to hurt me as well.
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      I can’t fucking sleep, not with my stomach churning with uncertainty while Natalie is curled up into my chest, clinging to every inch of skin she can.

      I can feel it, deep in my bones. I’m going to let her down.

      With every breath she takes, every drawn-out inhale and exhale, it feels like the air filling my lungs gets smaller. My chest constricts and a light sheen of sweat coats my upper lip as I think about tomorrow.

      That article . . . fuck. It’s way worse than I let on.

      The small steps of progress I made with the team, yeah, fucking vanished in an instant. I could see them all recoil when the article came out. I saw the way they looked at me. It’s not that they think I’m a traitor, but it’s the fact that I wasn’t thinking. That I’ve made this team a laughing stock when they want to be taken seriously.

      Here he is, the big contract of the year, playing first base for the Rebels and his girlfriend is wearing a goddamn Bobbies shirt.

      It’s insulting to them, to the organization, and to the fans.

      Management is livid. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Coach Gordan’s face so red. The front office is scrambling, and that’s why I have to go in early tomorrow. And the guys, well, fuck, even Marcus gave me a side-eye with uncertainty.

      I don’t fucking blame any of them though.

      The only person talking to me at this point is Jason, but he’s not the one I need to win over; he’s not the one I need on my side. I need my infield teammates on my side the most. They say the pitcher and the catcher are the unit on the field—well, I’m at the fucking helm. My players need to trust in the fact that if they make a stellar play, they can count on me to catch the ball at first and do everything humanly possible to guarantee that out. How can they possibly trust I’m going to do my job on the field if they can’t trust me off the field?

      It’s impossible, which will only lead to shitty play and another piss-poor season.

      I don’t want that. I can’t have that. Not after being traded. I want to prove something to Baltimore, have them know it was a huge mistake letting me go, and then prove to the Rebels fans that even though I was a Bobbie for life growing up, I’m now a Rebel at heart.

      But at what price?

      I roll out of bed and order more room service while Natalie is still sleeping. Sipping coffee I brewed in the kitchenette, I lean against the counter and take her in from afar. Naked and beautifully draped in a white comforter, she looks picturesque with the sun only just peeking through the window. Her caramel-colored hair touches her bare shoulder and is slightly wild from my fingers running through it a few times last night. I can still hear her moans, feel the way her pussy clenched around my cock, begging for more. I can smell her sweet scent on my upper lip. I didn’t want her to visit, but fuck, having her here, feeling her, it made the stress, the anxiety temporarily fade away.

      But now that it’s a new day, the anxiety has returned to the forefront of my mind. And I have to face it. Find a solution.

      There’s a knock at the door and I quickly pull the food cart inside the room, keeping the door closed for the most part so Natalie isn’t exposed. I tip the staff member and then send him on his way. When I wheel the cart in farther, Natalie stretches her arms over her head and then opens her beautiful eyes to spot me. Giving me that devastating smile, she flops her head back on the pillow, hair scattering everywhere and says, “Good morning.”

      “Morning, beautiful.” I climb onto the bed and bury my head into the crook of her neck, giving her a hug and sinking into her warmth. Fuck, I want to stay here forever. I don’t want to face the crushing reality outside that door. “I ordered you some food. I would love to stay and eat with you, but I have a meeting I have to get to before practice.”

      She sits up, holding the blanket across her breasts while she rubs her eyes. “You should have woken me up. I could have spent more time with you.”

      “I wore you out,” I say, kissing her nose and pulling away. “You needed some sleep.” I notice the beard burn across her chest and wince. I scratch the side of my jaw and say, “Are you sure you don’t mind my scruff marking your skin like that?”

      She rubs her palm over her chest and shakes her head. “I love it.”

      And I love her . . . so fucking much.

      I press another kiss against her lips and then back away, putting some distance between us. “Not sure how long I’ll be today, but I’ll text you when I’m on my way back.”

      “Hey, what about my passes to watch practice?”

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea yet,” I say. She lowers her head. “Just because of everything that’s going on. The fans are crazy.”

      “I understand.” She clears her throat and says, “I brought my computer so I can do some work while I’m here. I’ll catch up on that for now.”

      “Natalie.”

      “It’s fine, Cory, really. I understand.”

      Sighing, I go back to the edge of the bed where I sit and lift her chin with two fingers, forcing her to look me in the eyes. “I’m watching out for you, okay?”

      “And who’s watching out for you?” she asks, making me feel tongue-tied.

      Unsure how to answer, I say, “I can take care of myself.” I glide my lips over hers and then lift from the bed. “I’ll text you.”

      “Okay,” she says. “I love you.”

      I stop and face her, looking her in the eyes. “I love you too.”
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        * * *

      

      Sitting in an office made from cinder blocks, waiting for what feels like my death sentence, doesn’t help to calm my nerves. I’ve seen my fair share of manager’s offices and they seem to all look the same, stuck deep in the bellows of the stadium with no windows and worn-out carpet. Managers deserve so much more, but they’re treated like they belong in a small room under the stairs.

      The creaky door behind me opens and shuts. Coach Gordan and Gregory both enter. Gordan sits down, Gregory leans against the wall. They don’t look pleased.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, before either one of them can speak. “I’m really fucking sorry. Natalie is . . . hell, she feels like she’s been punched a few too many times.”

      “This is a goddamn nightmare,” Gregory says. “Way worse than predicted. We have sponsors now sending emails, concerned about what the hell our organization is doing, questioning our reasoning for acquiring you last year.”

      Shit.

      I swallow hard.

      Fans and sponsors, they bring in the money. Without them, there is no money, and I seem to have a penchant for cutting them both out.

      “Is there anything I can do?” I ask, desperate to make amends. I want to discuss the idea of me going on the offensive or getting out there and quelling the lies with facts. But, over the years, I’ve learned my place. If Gordan thought it would work, he probably would have suggested it.

      “Yes,” Gordan says, leaning forward on his desk. “There is.”

      Please don’t fucking say break up with Natalie, please don’t fucking say it. I’m not not having her as part of my life. My days. My future.

      “What?” I ask. My heart is breaking.

      He clears his throat and steeples his fingers in front of him. “Lie low.”

      I’m caught so off guard that a strangled sound constricts my throat. Sitting back, I blink a few times and nod.

      “Yeah,” I answer with a hoarse voice. “I can, uh . . . I can do that.”

      “No more drawing attention to yourself. Head down, play baseball,” my manager says, and even though I know he’s angry, when I look up, I can see a sympathetic glint in his eye, as if he feels bad for my situation.

      I nod. “Play baseball, I got it.”

      I go to stand when Gregory says, “This media attention is less than ideal. Your lack of fan appreciation really hurts the jersey sales we were expecting, and last season wasn’t what we were expecting from you on the field either.” Way to kick a guy when he’s down. “But”—Gregory crosses his arms over his chest—“I’ve heard from many that you’re the hardest working player on and off the field. That will translate, Potter. Keep it up.”

      I give him a curt nod and head out of the office straight to an empty locker room. It’s still early, none of the guys will be here yet, which means I have plenty of time to get in a few extra workouts before them.

      There’s one thing I’ve noticed during this debacle of my team hating me, fans hating me, press using me as a goddamn tool to make money: my game has fired up and I’m stronger now at thirty-five than I was at twenty-five. I’m more limber, powerful, and laser-focused. My mental game off the field is shit, but when I’m on the field, it’s as if nothing else exists. I see the ball so well off the bat, and off the arm of the pitcher, that it looks like a beach ball. We start spring training games tomorrow, and I can’t wait to annihilate every goddamn ball that comes my way.

      Coach wants me to lie low. Well, the only place that’s not going to happen is on the field. It’s the only place I’ll gain respect. The only place where I can fix this mess, so when I do go home to Natalie, I don’t break out in a cold sweat when I see her.

      Put in the time and this will get better.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey Potter, where’s your Bobbies whore?”

      I grind my teeth and stare at my coach, watching him talk to one of the rookie shortstops  trying to make it to the big leagues, about sweeping properly across second base when turning a double play.

      “Her tits real?” another fan calls out.

      Fucking “fan appreciation day.” Whoever came up with this idea should have their head dunked in a toilet. It’s our last day of practice before the preseason games start, and they let a certain number of fans into the stands to watch practice and “cheer us on.” You could imagine my excitement when everyone moved to my side and started jeering. Why the fuck do they do this?

      Today, we’re not just practicing our sport, but I’m also mentally practicing ignoring the voices behind me.

      The rookie sweeps across second and throws the ball right at my chest. I stretch out my arm, and when the ball hits my glove with a snap, I trap it in my glove and then toss it toward home plate where they’re collecting all the balls.

      Coach says, “Again” and I take three more throws from the rookie, each deathly accurate. He’s fucking good and shows great promise. He has for the last week. I also heard he was tearing it up in the minors last season. Nate should be shaking in his cleats with Houston Morrow barking up his tree.

      “Do you share, Potter? Because I’m looking for a good fuck,” yells someone from the stand.

      Who the fuck let these fans in? I know the Rebels are all about the rowdy tenth man—that’s what they call their fans—but can we get some fucking crowd control here?

      Coach hits another ball, this one to Ray, who tosses the ball to Nate, who sweeps across the base and short hops me. I handle his throw easily and toss it back to home plate. I’ve been playing first base my whole life. I know exactly how the ball is going to come to me the minute it leaves a player’s hand. I’ve studied bounces and hops and high throws. I know how to keep my foot on the bag for every single one of them, especially when I feel as focused as I do right now.

      “What are you doing here?” I hear a guy shout, the same one who asked about Natalie’s boobs. “Where’s your fucking Bobbie’s shirt?”

      Block them out. Block them out.

      “You don’t deserve to be here. Get her out of here!”

      I hear a girly yelp, and just as I whip my head around to see where it came from, I see Jason flying from the dugout headed for the commotion, and hear my name shouted at me.

      “Potter!”

      I turn back to see a ball whipping toward me. I lift my glove just before the ball clocks me in the face. I stumble backward over first base, falling on my ass from the shock of not being prepared for the throw. I look over my shoulder to see Jason, in all his gear, ready to climb up into the stands . . . and that’s when I spot her.

      She’s being screamed at by two fans. Their fingers are jabbing near her face, her eyes are wild with fear, and tears are streaming from them.

      Mother. Fucker.

      I quickly scramble to the stands and grab Jason by the pants. “Get down, Orson. Don’t touch them.” The last thing he needs, we need, is him punching a fan in the face. I pull him back into the field just as security shows up and grabs both abusive men by the arms and starts to drag them away.

      “You don’t fucking talk to my sister like that! You hear me? You want to talk to her, you talk to me,” Jason says, chest puffed, murder in his eyes.

      The two fans both whimper under Jason’s threat because the dude is enormous and holding him back right now almost feels impossible. Thankfully Marcus is right next to me, trying to calm Jason as well.

      When the fans finally disappear and we get Jason to settle, he looks at me, and for the first time since I’ve met him, I see disappointment on his face. He shucks his arm away from me and heads back to the dugout, tension in his shoulders. Every player on our team watches him, and it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to identify the respect Jason just earned from every one of them. It also doesn’t take a rocket scientist to notice the sliver of respect they had for me vanish.

      I didn’t protect my girl.

      I look back up at the stands. Natalie is gone, and once again, I fucked up.
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        * * *

      

      “What the fuck was that?” Jason asks, coming up to me in the locker room. “You were just going to let them berate her like that? I thought you loved her.”

      There is one thing about Jason that I’ve learned quickly: if you set him off in anger, he fucking flies.

      “I do love her,” I say, keeping my voice low.

      “Then why the fuck weren’t you the first one in the stands dealing with those assholes?” Of course, Jason decides to do this in front of the entire team after practice.

      “Because, I had no clue what the fuck was going on until I saw you fly out of the dugout. I’m trying not to listen to the jeers. Eliminating the—”

      “You knew she was coming today.”

      “I fucking didn’t,” I say, starting to get irritated. “I told her not to come, because I said it might cause a scene. I warned her, and she still came. I can’t do anything about that. She’s her own person. If she wanted to risk it, that’s on her.”

      “It’s your job to protect her,” Jason says, shoving my shoulder.

      I grind my teeth, jaw tight, my eyes narrowing in on Jason, who’s holding his ground with me. With an even tone, I say, “I’m trying to protect her. It’s why I’m doing what Coach told me to do and lying low. The last thing I need is to get into a fistfight with a fan. But you don’t think I didn’t want to? That I didn’t want to climb those stands and plow my fist into every one of those assholes who said something about her? I did. But I also know it won’t help the nightmare I’m living in right now.”

      “Might have,” Nate says from the side.

      “Worry about yourself, Nate,” I yell, unable to stop myself. “Houston is riding on your heels and if you don’t start putting in the time, you’re going to lose your spot.”

      “Fuck you,” he says with venom. “That spot has been mine for years.”

      “And don’t think it won’t be taken away. Loyalty only goes so far, trust me.” Nate winces when he gets what I’m talking about. “And for the rest of you”—I shout, since I have the attention of everyone—“I’m going to say this fucking once. I’m on this team for a reason. To contribute to winning a goddamn championship. That’s why the Rebels acquired me. It’s why they acquired Jason. They saw a weakness, and they filled it. They’re going for the ring, and I have the same mindset. You can count on me for three things: giving my goddamn all on the field, showing up every day, and being a leader on and off the field. If you don’t like it, then fuck you. I’m a Rebel. Ever since I slipped on that black and red jersey, I’ve been a Rebel, so leave me the fuck alone and let me do my goddamn job.”

      With that, I pick up my bag, shove past Jason, and walk out of the locker room.

      And for the first time in my life, I’m the first to leave.
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        * * *

      

      The hotel room is silent and dark besides one lamp in the bedroom. I set my gear down on the floor, not even caring at this point what happens to it, and lean against the door, taking a deep breath.

      This day was one of the worst I’ve had in a long fucking time. I’m exhausted, mentally torn apart, and I’m worried that by going off at my team, I’ve dug my own damn grave, will sit in it, and start pouring dirt over myself.

      Jason called me on my way home and apologized for attacking me. He hates the entire situation too and that Natalie is involved. He’s protective of her, which I understand. If the same thing happened to Milly, I’d be climbing up the stands as well. We ended the call on a good note, but when I pulled into the hotel garage, I turned off the ignition and sat in my car for a while, staring at the steering wheel, my mind running a mile a minute.

      Natalie could have been harmed today. It could have been so much worse than what it was and yet, the look on her face, the pure terror, it’s imprinted on my brain. I never want to be the cause of that look, or the cause of her unhappiness, and nor do I want to put her in danger.

      But I don’t want to be without her either.

      I want to be able to fix this, and after sitting in my car for a decent amount of time, mulling it over, I don’t have any other choice than what I came up with.

      Pushing off the door, shoulders slumped, exhaustion eating away at me, I make my way to the bedroom where Natalie is curled up on the bed under the covers, looking at her phone. When she sees me approach, she sits up and sets her phone on the nightstand.

      Her eyes are red-rimmed and her makeup is completely gone, leaving her cheeks tear-stained. There’s defeat in her body language and regret . . . lots of fucking regret.

      I take a seat next to her and lace our hands together. She looks up at me, tears welling in her eyes as she whispers, “I’m so sorry, Cory.”

      “I know.”

      She moves in closer, her body heat tugging on my heart. I want to get wrapped up in it, lost in the feel of her. “I wanted to support you. I went there to cheer you on, even if I was the only one. I can’t stand seeing you this . . . defeated.”

      I push my hand through my hair, fear and uncertainty clouding my brain. “You could have been hurt.” It’s all I can muster as my eyes meet hers. In despair. “Really fucking hurt.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about that. I wanted you to feel like you’re not alone out there.”

      “Well, I am.” I stand from the bed and drive both hands through my hair now. “I’ve been alone ever since I was traded to the Rebels. Having you in the stands is not going to change that.”

      “Cory,” she says with shock, “I was trying to help.”

      “But you didn’t,” I say, my voice going soft. “It just made it worse. So much fucking worse.”

      Everything is so fucked right now. I yelled at my teammates. I don’t fucking yell. I don’t tell people to fuck off. I lost my cool in the locker room, something I never do. I almost got struck in the face with a baseball from turning my attention to the crowd, another thing I never do.

      The media is hounding me.

      The front office is watching every damn move I make.

      And I’m pretty sure I’ve lost the respect of my coach as well.

      My head starts to pound with anxiety over my imploding career, confusion over how to handle Natalie, and unease over what’s to become of me and my teammates. It pounds so hard that everything around me sinks into an abyss, rocking me back on my heels until I fall into the chair behind me. I bury my face in my hands as it all comes crashing down me.

      The stress.

      The exhaustion.

      The exertion I’ve put myself through to be the best.

      The effort to be taken seriously.

      I look up at a concerned Natalie and say, “We need to take a break.”

      I see her breath catch in her chest as her eyes widen in shock. “Wh-what?”

      “A break. We need to take a break.”

      “From . . . each other?”

      “Yes, Natalie,” I snap, looking at her, catching the impact of my words. “We just need to hit pause for a goddamn second.” I pull on my hair again and when I bring my hand in front of my face, it’s full of strands.

      Fuck.

      Natalie notices and steps forward. “Cory, are you losing your hair?” She walks behind me and examines my head. I know the moment she sees them, the small bald patches where I’m losing my hair from stress. I noticed it in the bathroom the other day. I watched the hair rinse down the drain.

      I shake my head. “It’s all too fucking much right now. Something has to give.”

      “And that’s me?” she asks, coming to kneel in front of me. “Cory, please don’t shut me out because things are starting to get hard.”

      “Starting?” I laugh with no humor and stand from the chair. “Things aren’t starting to get hard, Natalie. They’ve been hard. You’re only seeing the tail end of all the shit that’s been piling on top of me and you’re not making it any easier.”

      “I told you I was sorry, Cory,” she says, her voice cracking.

      “Sorry is all well and good, but it’s not going to fix this shitstorm I’m living in. Fuck.” I fling my arm out to the side. “I lost it on my team today. I never fucking do that. I don’t ever lose my cool, nor do I get distracted on the field, and both of those things happened.”

      Her lip trembles. She takes a step closer. “It’ll get better, Cory. Don’t shut me out now. You yourself said you were glad I came here. The relief on your face when you saw me waiting for you . . . I can see that you need me.”

      “I need you to give me some space,” I say, backing away. “I need to figure this shit out, how to make things better.”

      “And doing that is by breaking up with me?”

      “I’m not breaking up with you,” I say, panic rising in my chest. “I love you, Natalie. I just need to press pause for a goddamn second.”

      “You love me?” she asks, almost looking shocked as her arms cross over her chest. “Do you even know what love is, Cory?”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means, if you loved me, you wouldn’t be asking for a break. You’d be asking me to help you.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      She reels back, as if I slapped her.

      Trying to calm my voice, I say, “What I mean is, there is nothing you can do to help. This is on me.”

      “It’s not, Cory. You’re trying to shoulder too much of this by yourself. This is not all on you. These are outside factors you can’t control.”

      “I can control them. I’m not doing a good enough job because I’m distracted.”

      She rolls her tongue over her teeth. “Are you saying I’m a distraction?”

      “You’re not helping the case.” The words are flying out of me before I can stop them, before I can consider the consequences of saying them.

      “So, you’re telling me, if I were to step away, put a pause on our relationship, that you would be able to better control what the media says about you? Because last time I checked, ninety percent of the stories they print are lies.”

      “Natalie—”

      She holds up her hand. “And you’re saying that if we put a pause on this—us—you’re going to be able to relax more, alone, in this hotel room, all by yourself?”

      “Nat—”

      “And if we take a break, you’re thinking that by doing such an idiotic thing, the guys on your team will look at you differently? Like you more?”

      I blow out a frustrated breath and then yell, “I don’t fucking know, okay? I just know that something needs to change.”

      She presses her lips together and then slowly says, “And that change is me?”

      “It’s the only change I can make. It’s not like I can just go play for another team. It’s not like I can quit going to work because it’s hard. It’s not like I can change out my teammates or beg the media to stop being fuckwits to me. None of that is changeable.”

      “But I am?” She points to her chest and then shakes her head in disbelief. “You’re an asshole, Cory.”

      She starts moving around the hotel room, gathering her clothes and cosmetics, angrily throwing them in her suitcase. Panic consumes me and I reach out, grabbing for her hand.

      “That’s not what—”

      “That’s not what you mean?” she says for me. “Then what are you saying, Cory? Because from where I’m standing, it sounds to me like I’m expendable, the factor in your equation that could be eliminated making your life easier. You act as if I’m a hindrance rather than an asset.”

      “You’re not a hindrance, Natalie, it’s just . . . fuck. It’s too fucking hard, and I’m facing the end of my career here.”

      “So, your career is more important?” Tongue-tied and completely panicked, unsure how this unraveled so quickly, I don’t say anything. “I see. This whole thing between us”—she waves two fingers at my chest and hers—“this was what? A test for you? To see if you could be in a relationship? Or was I simply an available vagina to fuck?”

      “You’re the one who fucking pushed this into something more.”

      “What?”

      Oh fuck. What the hell am I saying? I press my hand to my forehead. “This is getting out of control.”

      “Just like everything else in your life, right, Cory?” She shakes her head and goes to the bathroom where she collects her things. She tosses them in her suitcase and says, “I’ll make this easy on you. You’ve got your break. Take all the time away from me that you need, but I’m going to tell you, when you think you’re ready for this ‘break’ to be over,” she says using air quotes, “I’m not going to be waiting for you with open arms.”

      She zips up her suitcase, and I stand in front of her so she can’t leave. “Just fucking wait, okay?” I let out a long breath. “Let’s talk this through.”

      “I think we’ve done enough talking.”

      “Natalie,” I say gruffly, capturing her arm and forcing her to look up at me. “Please. I love you.”

      “No, you don’t.” She rips her arm from my grasp and pushes past me, her suitcase trailing behind her. “If you loved me, you would never have suggested we take a break. If you loved me, you would have leaned on me to figure out a way to work through the nightmare you’re living in. Together.”

      “I tried.” I throw my hands up in the air, anger surging again. “But you don’t fucking listen. I told you not to come. You came. I told you to stay here. You went to practice. You escalated the problem, and that didn’t help.”

      “Sorry for caring.”

      “That’s a passive-aggressive apology.”

      She laughs and shakes her head. “Am I supposed to bow at your feet and beg for your forgiveness? Keep dreaming, Cory.”

      “I’m asking you to understand where I’m coming from.”

      She whips around in her pursuit to the door. “How could I possibly understand where you’re coming from when you’ve consistently told me not to worry about it, that you’re handling everything?” She waves at me and says, “Clearly you don’t have everything figured out, so instead, you’re going to take it out on me, on us.”

      “This isn’t a forever ask, Natalie,” I plead, my emotions a fucking wreck. “This is just a brief pause so I can get my shit together, so I can be the man you deserve.”

      Hand on her suitcase, she says, “I can tell you with absolute certainty that you are not the man I deserve. The man I deserve knows, even through the hard times, that I’m an asset, not a hindrance. He knows that of all the women out there, one who has a professional baseball-playing brother actually understands this more than any other woman. You clearly have some growing up to do to understand that.” She heads toward the door, opens it, and looks over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about pressing pause on us, Cory, let’s just call it what it is . . . over.”

      With those parting words, she exits the room, the door slamming behind her.

      In a roar, I scream, “Fuck,” and I pick up a glass off the table, throwing it into the wall, only to collapse to the floor where I pull my knees into my chest, rest my head on my arms.

      What the fuck just happened?

      I needed to press pause, not break up. I have to sort this out. I love her.

      “I can tell you with absolute certainty that you are not the man I deserve. The man I deserve knows, even through the hard times, that I’m an asset, not a hindrance.”

      Why can’t she hear that I just need time . . .

      And why do I feel that I just made the biggest mistake of my life?
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        Over a Month Later (April)

      

      

      

      “I really like the lighter hair? You rock blonde well.”

      “Yeah?” I ask, looking at my hair in the mirror. It’s grown past my shoulders and I just got it done, so it’s more platinum than caramel, keeping some of the ombré coloring with thin highlights. “I was nervous it was going to be too much.”

      Monica shakes her head. “It’s perfect.” She looks me up and down. “Not to mention, those jeans look amazing on you. Although, I think you’ve lost some of your ass.”

      I turn my body in the mirror, looking at my backside. Yes, I have lost some of my ass, but that’s what a devastating breakup will do to you.

      “I’ll gain it back, don’t worry.”

      Monica bites her bottom lip and asks the question I was waiting to hear. “How are you feeling about tonight?”

      “Fine,” I answer, turning toward her and sitting on my bed where my shoes are. “I’m excited for Jason.”

      “Yeah, but are you excited for who else you will see?”

      I shrug. “It is what it is. Jason is his teammate, and it’s not like I can avoid seeing him forever.”

      Monica sighs and leans forward, resting her arms on her legs. “Natalie, you didn’t leave the house for two weeks, you’ve barely eaten anything, and it wasn’t until last week that you stopped crying whenever you heard his name.”

      “Yes, well, that’s not to be mentioned. I told Jason everything was okay, that he didn’t need to pick sides, and that the split was amicable.”

      “And he didn’t believe a word of it,” Monica counters.

      “I know, but at least it’s not awkward for him. Even though Cory hurt me, it doesn’t mean I should drive a wedge between the two of them. They’re teammates, after all, and it’s a long season. They need to get along.”

      “You’re being too nice to him.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not doing it for Cory. I’m doing it for my sensitive brother. I want Jason to concentrate, to focus on what’s important, and that’s doing his job to bring the team the championship they’re working hard for. Did you see the predictions from the other day? The Rebels are expected to be in contention for the World Series this year. They haven’t been on the prediction list in years. I love my brother more than I care about my own heart. He’s worked so hard to be where he is in his career, and if I have to put aside my broken heart so he can focus on his sport and not worry about me, that’s what I’ll do.”

      “Sister of the Year.”

      I slip my white tennis shoe on my right foot and say, “I’m not going to harp on it. I can’t change what happened, but I can move on and that’s what I’m doing.”

      “After weeks of mourning,” she reminds me.

      Growing serious, I stare at my left shoe and say, “I love him, Monica. That’s just not going to go away quickly.”

      “So you still love him?”

      Trying not to be emotional about it, I nod my head. “Of course, I do. He made me feel so incredibly cherished and important.”

      “Only to treat you like you meant nothing.” When I give her a look she says, “You told me to remind you of that when you’re showing weakness. You’re showing weakness, and you’re about to go see him. It’s best that you go in a little on the angry side.”

      “Angry or depressed?”

      “Angry.”

      Lightly chuckling, I tie the other shoe and rise from the bed. I walk over to my mirror and have Monica help me pick out a lipstick she thinks will look good. I’m just going through the motions, like I have been for weeks. I got through my ex’s infidelity, and we were married, for God’s sake. So, I can get through a breakup from a relationship that was only weeks old. After all, even though I love Cory, I can now see we’d never go the distance anyway. After one hiccup, he needs to break things off with me. After one hiccup, he was done. So, that doesn’t speak long-term to me.

      Eventually, I’ll believe all those words and know I’m better off.

      I’d be lying, however, if a piece of me didn’t wish Cory’s performance had tanked after he sent me on my way, but he’s held pretty steady. Not outstanding, but not failing miserably either. You know how it is with every woman scorned, they want the man to disintegrate when they realize they just let go of the one person that was holding them together. Apparently, that wasn’t the case with Cory.

      “Have you heard from him at all?” Monica asks, picking out a bright red lipstick that matches the Rebels jersey I’m wearing, the one with Orson on the back . . . not Potter.

      I shake my head. “Pretty sure he deleted my number from his phone.”

      “He’s such an idiot.”

      I finish up my lipstick and cap it off then drop it in my small backpack. Taking a deep breath, I look at Monica and say, “Doesn’t matter. Jason is proposing tonight, and that’s what I want to focus on. This is a big day for our family.”

      “You’re right.” Monica grips my shoulders and says, “I’m here for you, only a phone call away if you need to talk.”

      “Thank you.” I give her an air kiss, not wanting to get my lipstick on her, and then head for the door of my apartment. “You’ll be here when I get back?”

      “With buffalo wings and ice cream waiting for you.”

      “Perfect.” I give her a quick wink and then take off. There’s a car waiting for me outside. Jason sent one for each of us so we didn’t have to drive, and I head down to it, nerves twisting and turning in my stomach.

      I’m going to see him.

      I just hope the makeshift wall I built around my heart doesn’t tumble with one flash of those devastating blue eyes of his.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my God, your hair is amazing,” Dottie says, pulling me into a hug before playing with the ends of my hair. “Seriously, the color suits you perfectly.”

      “Thank you. It was a risk, but I needed the change.”

      Dottie nods, understanding what I mean. We don’t talk about Cory, at all. Because what’s the point? When she was dating Jason early on, they had a massive breakup that devastated both of them, and the last thing either of them wanted to talk about was their breakup. So Dottie has tried to keep my mind on other things when we’ve hung out, even if it meant suggesting I peel myself off my couch and go for a walk. That was the first day I felt like maybe I could make it through this breakup, when I went for a walk around the block with Dottie, in my slippers and robe, looking like the crazy lady searching for her missing cat that she never had in the first place.

      “God, I’m nervous. Why did Jason sign me up for this?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “He’s a yes-man. They ask, he says yes.”

      Jason told the front office that he wanted to propose to Dottie in front of the fans, to start the season on a high note given all the bad press they’ve received throughout the preseason, so the focus wasn’t all on Cory. I mean, the majority of it was centered around Cory, but the media painted the Rebels in a terrible picture, and Jason was sick of it. If he was going to be a Rebel, then he was going to make it crystal fucking clear that there was good news to report about too.

      Also . . . he wanted to shock the thong right off Dottie—his words, not mine—so they set up a storyline of her throwing out the first pitch because Jason was the new catcher. I’m here to support her while the rest of my family is in a suite waiting to offer their congratulations.

      “Did I tell you Jason made me practice?”

      “He’s no fool. He doesn’t want you embarrassing him.”

      “Gee, thanks a lot.” Dottie laughs, as an on-field correspondent comes up to us. “Are you ready, Miss Domico? All warmed up?”

      Dottie smiles. “I hope so.”

      “Okay, well, we’re going to take you to the dugout right now. Miss Meyers, you can come with us.”

      Damn right I can come, I want to be able to congratulate my brother right after Dottie says yes.

      We walk through the halls of the stadium, the black cinder block hallways seeming more menacing than they actually are as they fade into red that leads to the dugout. The lights of the stadium are the first thing I see, followed by the sound of the announcer pumping up the crowd.

      “You two can stand here, the players will be out shortly.”

      Nerves twist in my stomach from the knowledge that Cory will be near me soon, that I’m going to see him in person for the first time in over a month since I left his hotel room. And even though I felt like I was ready for this, I’m suddenly regretting my decision to be brave.

      I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t read every article written about him, if I hadn’t tracked the truths and the lies, if I hadn’t stared at the pictures of him posted, wondering if it was an off picture, or if his hair had grayed over the last month.

      I gnaw on my bottom lip, my heart beating so hard it feels like it’s climbing up my throat, closing off the air to my lungs.

      “Hey,” Dottie says, tugging on my hand. “Breathe, Nat. It’s going to be okay.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, looking toward the dugout entrance. “I’m not sure I can do this.”

      “Then head back to the waiting room; you don’t need to worry about me.”

      I’m about to do just that when we hear cleats clacking down the hallway and the sound of male voices making their way toward the field.

      It feels like someone is slowly taking a hammer to my stomach. Light taps, just tiny ones reminding me that something impactful is going to happen, that I’m being prepped for a world of hurt. The first uniform appears and the hammering grows heavier, harder. Another uniform, and another, and another, until Jason steps out into the dugout, followed by number 24, Cory Potter.

      Pound.

      Pound.

      Pound.

      Nausea rolls around inside me from the mere sight of him. He looks no different, other than the smallest amount of gray at his temples and the thickness of his trimmed beard. His uniform is tailored to fit him the way he wants, showing off his broad, muscular frame and strong, long legs.

      If I wasn’t sure whether I was ready to see him or not, I know now that I wasn’t.

      “Hey baby,” Jason says, taking Dottie into his arms. He looks so happy, so excited, and here I am, staring like a moron at Cory who hasn’t seen me yet.

      And when he does?

      Nothing.

      No expression, almost as if he put on a shield and is blocking any emotion from leaving or entering him.

      Or he’s already over me and doesn’t have a reaction to seeing me at all.

      “Natalie,” he says curtly, with a head tilt.

      “Hi,” I say so quietly that I’m not sure he even heard it.

      He stares at me for a few more seconds before patting Jason on the back and making his way down the dugout where he starts preparing for the game.

      A cold, soulless wave rolls over me. Nothing. He showed no sign of remorse, no sign of even missing me. There was no hi, how are you, no full scan of my body, not even a mention of my hair—not that I needed one from him. He was distant, robotic, and not the man I fell in love with. Not even close.

      The man I fell in love with would have struck up a conversation. He would have smiled even if it pained him. He would have put on a good face, because that’s the polite human he is. That’s what I was expecting, not the unemotional, stoic man that just walked away. The man who let me walk away without a call or a text or . . . anything. Like I was with my ex-husband, I was easy to cast aside. To leave. And possibly to replace.

      My heart in my throat, tears threatening to fall down my cheeks, I clasp my hands in front of me and take a few deep breaths. You’re here for Jason. You’re here for Jason. This is almost over. You got this, Natalie.

      When Jason turns to me, I plaster on a smile and rub Dottie’s arm. “Think she’s ready, Coach?”

      Jason studies me, sees right through my act, but doesn’t say anything. Instead, he leans in, gives me a hug and whispers, “He’s not the same. Don’t let it hurt you. Just use it to move on.”

      Oh . . . hell.

      Tears hover on the brink and with that one sentence—Just use it and move on—they fall, but I quickly wipe them away before they can ruin any of my makeup or even be seen by another person. When Jason pulls away, he tips my chin up and says, “You’re strong. You got this.”

      I’m glad he thinks so, because I really don’t think I do.
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        * * *

      

      “I really think my heart is about to explode,” Dottie says, staring down at the massive ring on her finger. She turns toward me and says, “I can’t believe you knew about this and thought it was a good idea for him to propose on Opening Day.”

      I laugh and shrug. “It’s Jason. He’s a romantic and he’s also dramatic, there was no way of stopping him.”

      And frankly, it was the most romantic proposal I ever witnessed. It was as if the Rebels fans dropped their machetes and destructive voices for a few minutes to take in real life on the field. Music played, the crowd cheered so loud I thought my eardrums were going to burst, and it was the perfect moment. Special and with a side of hope, just what the Rebels needed to start the season.

      Joseph comes up to Dottie and me in his walker and sits on the attached seat. He wraps his arm around Dottie and says, “You’ll be my favorite sister.”

      “Hey.” I laugh, loving that Joseph has the best sense of humor out of all of us.

      “What?” he asks, his voice shaky but still clear. “She’s never given me shit like you have on a daily basis.”

      “Given you shit? That’s called love, brother dearest.”

      “Hell, you can take your love and shove it back up where it came from.”

      Dottie laughs and says, “Pretty sure you’re my favorite Orson too.”

      “Hard not to be with a face like this,” he says, framing his face. God, I love him.

      The Rebels are up by five runs, Jason has gone two for three, and seems to have an extra pep in his step when running the bases, which seems odd for him since he’s the slowest runner I know. But then again, the love of his life just said yes to his proposal in front of a sold-out stadium. Of course he’s going to book it a little harder today.

      And the crowd loves him. Absolutely adores Jason. Maybe it’s his quirky personality, or the fun preseason ads the team has been doing with him, but whatever it is, he’s won them over quickly, which makes me feel incredibly sad for Cory as he steps up to the plate.

      “Number twenty-four, Cory Potter.” Some rock song plays but I can barely hear it over the collection of boos throughout the stadium. The hatred for him is so loud, that it causes my heart to seize in my chest.

      “I don’t get it,” Joseph says. “He’s three for three today with two RBIs. They should be cheering for him.”

      I couldn’t agree more, even though it feels like I’m being peeled like an onion from the sight of him, exposing every raw layer one after another. I was the distraction that once eradicated, was meant to improve the attention he received. To enable him to get his shit together. But why are they still giving him shit? Why? How has our break benefitted him?

      Stepping into the batter’s box, he adjusts his hat, waves his bat to his shoulder and on the first pitch, he cracks the ball, sailing it over the right field wall. It happened in a matter of seconds. So quick that I blink to make sure he just hit a three-run homerun, because the boos don’t stop. There’s no cheering, there’s no celebration, only hatred filtering onto the field as Cory’s strong body rounds the bases, his head down, not showing an ounce of celebration, but instead, just going through the motions of his job.

      The fan who caught the ball, throws it back on the field.

      Cory crosses the plate and the boos grow louder.

      I look at the TV screen in the suite we’re in and watch as he gets high fives from his teammates as he takes his helmet and batting gloves off and stuffs them back into his cubby.

      No smile.

      No excitement.

      No emotion.

      The announcers talk about Cory’s performance in spring training, how they think he’s going to be a force to be reckoned with, and the fans shouldn’t be booing. They should be cheering. They have the best first baseman in baseball on their team.

      “Such a shame.” My mom comes up to me, hand on my shoulder, then pulls me into a hug.

      “Shame that we broke up, or shame that he’s getting treated the way he is?”

      “Both,” she says in a soft tone only a mother can master. “Have you spoken to him?”

      I shake my head. “No. We exchanged curt nods in the dugout but that was it.” My lip trembles as I turn into my mom’s embrace. “I really think it’s over.”

      “Oh honey.” My mom shifts me away from the field, deeper into the suite. “Did you have hope that maybe you would get back together?”

      “Stupidly, yes,” I say, swiping at my eyes. “I just . . .” I let out a shaky breath. “I wasn’t expecting to fall in love so quickly and so hard, and losing Cory feels ten times more painful than my divorce from Ansel.”

      “Well, you said it yourself that you two were drifting apart, finding that you had more in common when you were younger, so it makes sense that this loss of Cory is hitting you harder. It was unexpected, and it was real.”

      “So real.” More tears well in my eyes.

      “Then why don’t you talk to him, sweetie? Maybe he’s not reaching out to you because he’s nervous after everything that happened between you two.”

      “I thought about that,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest and looking out toward the field. “It’s why I went to the dugout, because not only did I want to support Jason and Dottie, but I wanted to gauge Cory’s reaction to seeing me.”

      “And . . .” my mom urges.

      “He couldn’t have been less interested, Mom. Not even a hint of excitement passed through his eyes.”

      “Did he recognize you with your new hair?”

      “All he said was Natalie and then gave me a small nod and left. It was horrible, Mom, and it took everything in me not to break down right then and there.” I shake my head and say, “As much as I hate to admit it, I think we’re over forever.”

      “Oh Natalie.” She pulls me into a hug and holds me tight as she says, “What are you going to do now?”

      “The only thing I can do,” I say. “Move on.”
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      “Milly, you can leave.”

      “I’m not leaving,” she says, “and if you don’t let me in the exam room, I’m going to rip your nuts off, do you hear me?”

      “Yeah,” I say, leaning back in a waiting room chair, hat pulled down far on my head, my hands connected at my stomach.

      I don’t want to be here, but Milly insisted, given everything that’s been going on. She’s worried. It’s not the first time I heard her say that to me, and I’m sure it won’t be the last, but ever since three days ago, after I ran into Natalie in the dugout, Milly has been on me, texting and calling every day.

      As she put it, I’ve been in a downward spiral ever since spring training and seeing Natalie has sent me plummeting. No idea what she’s talking about because I’m fine. I don’t feel one goddamn emotion, but I’m fine.

      I like this zombie state of mind, going through the motions, feeling nothing but a numbing sensation in the pit of my chest. It makes living life so much easier, especially after the hell of spring training.

      After Natalie left, I felt like a giant piece of me died inside, as if forty-five percent of my body faded into black, leaving me with the function of my muscle memory and the intelligence to know how to play baseball, but that’s it.

      It’s rare when I joke around with anyone on the team, or even hang out with someone outside of the stadium. Marcus has asked me to dinner a few times during spring training, but I turned him down, walking mindlessly back to my hotel room. Maddox even reached out, trying to get me to connect with some of the other players, but there’s no point.

      The minute Natalie left was the minute baseball became an actual job, something I go to seven days a week, work at, and then return home after a grueling day. There’s no joy in it anymore, no relationships built, not when I tried over and over to build those relationships and with every piece of bad press I received, backs were turned on me.

      Why bother getting to know anyone when the loyalty isn’t there?

      Instead, I lead by example. I push myself. I train consistently, eat healthily, work on recovering techniques so I’m ready for the next day. I’m performing at an all-time peak, I see the ball better than I ever have, and there’s talk already that I’ll make another All-Star team.

      But it’s a job. That’s how I’m treating it. I’m performing at my job, even if I feel completely and absolutely dead inside.

      “Cory, we’re ready for you,” a nurse says, with a clipboard in hand. Sighing, I stand and nod at Milly to come back with me. Relieved, she glues herself to my side as we make our way down the hallway to the doctor’s office. They opened just for me so I could get in and out without press following me around.

      I saw a doctor a week or so ago—the team doctor—but Milly wasn’t satisfied. As she put it, of course the team doctor is going to tell you you’re fine, because they want you to play. She wanted me to see someone who wasn’t invested in my play time. So that’s why we’re here.

      They check all my vitals and weight, and then take us to a sterile room painted in a cream color that is less than desirable, more depressing than anything. I hop up on the exam table and even though it’s high, my legs are long enough to connect with the pull-out step. The protective paper crinkles beneath me as I shift my body on the table, trying to get comfortable, but it feels next to impossible with the way Milly won’t stop staring at me.

      Instead of having the nurse ask me what’s going on, the doctor joins us immediately and the nurse takes notes while he talks to us.

      “Dr. Foreseen, it’s nice to meet you.”

      He shakes my hand. “What brings you in today, Cory?”

      I go to open my mouth when Milly stands from her chair and saddles up right next to me. “He has bald patches in his hair, and he looks pale all the time. I’m worried about his health. If you’ve been following any kind of media here in Chicago, you’ll know that they’ve been eating him alive. I’m worried that it’s slowly eating away at him.”

      The doctor glances at Milly and then back at me, arms crossed. “How do you feel?”

      Other than dead inside, great.

      I shrug. “Fine.”

      He nods and looks at my chart. His brow creases when he says, “Have you ever had high blood pressure before?”

      “Oh God, does he have high blood pressure?” Milly asks, standing on her toes, trying to look at the chart.

      “One thirty-nine over eighty-nine. Stage one high blood pressure.”

      Milly shakes her head. “He’s never had high blood pressure.” Worriedly she turns toward me. “Have you?”

      I scratch the back of my neck and say, “It was a little high a few weeks ago.”

      “Cory.” Milly pushes my shoulder. “What the hell are you thinking?”

      I shrug. “Thought it would go down.”

      “By magic?” Milly rolls her eyes in exasperation. “Seriously, Cory, you need to take care of yourself.”

      The doctor nods to my head and says, “Take off your hat.”

      Lifting it off my head, I dip forward so he can see the back, where there are a few pea-sized bald spots scattered.

      The doctor runs his hand through my hair and then looks at his palm. There are strands on his hand. After that, he makes me do a few other exercises, checks my stomach, asks if I’m having trouble sleeping, goes through a quick physical minus the coughing part, and then leans back on the counter and says, “It’s safe to say you’re extremely stressed and your body is starting to react to the stressors you’ve been enduring. The blood pressure is concerning but given your lifestyle, I’d need to research if there is medication you can take during the season. Obviously, I can’t talk about changing your diet, as your sports dietician would be the only one to do that. We could look at starting you on 5-HTP, which is a neurotransmitter, a precursor to serotonin. But, you need to speak to an exercise physiologist to decide which cognitive behavioral therapy they’d suggest to work alongside the 5-HTP. I know this is easier said than done, but you need to find some ways to relax. CBT will help with that. Herbal teas that have chamomile, passion flower, lavender . . . The nurses here have recommended Traditional Medicinals Cup of Calm.”

      Yeah, okay.

      I nod and hop off the table, placing my hat back on my head. “Thanks.” I give him a handshake and start to move out the door when Milly says, “How can he relax? What are some techniques?”

      That last question is how I ended up in a bubble bath with a book in hand about stress relief, and a tea by my side.

      Fucking Milly.
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      Rebels Locker Room Heats Up with Fights

      Despite currently leading their division and leading the league in homeruns, the Rebels can’t seem to get along off the field. Close sources have been saying Cory Potter is at the center of it, with high demands and diva-like tantrums that have pushed all his teammates away. Word on the street is, they’re petitioning a way to get him off the team. Only time and lots of prayers will tell.

      Rolling my eyes, I toss my phone on my table and go to drag my hand through my hair but stop, remembering I have to avoid tugging on it. Much easier said than done when I’m dealing with the kind of bullshit reporting that’s going around this city.

      When did it become okay to just make up blatant lies? I’m tempted to sue all these publications, but with my luck, they’ll spin it into me being a giant baby and unable to handle “a little negative” press.

      “Here’s your salmon,” Milly says, floating over to the table with a plate in hand. “Yummy, right?”

      I’ve been forced to go to Milly and Carson’s place for dinner when I’m home and when I don’t have a night game. Milly said it’s because she misses me and is lonely when Carson is out of town, but I know that’s a load of crap from staring at the fifth salmon dish she’s made for me since we started these dinner dates.

      She’s checking up on me, trying to make sure I’m following the strict low-blood-pressure diet the sports dietician prescribed. She has nothing to worry about. I’m following it because I have nothing better to do with my downtime.

      “Thanks,” I say, picking up a fork and starting to shovel the pile of green beans on my plate into my mouth.

      “So . . . what’s new?”

      “Nothing,” I answer, mouth full, chewing.

      “Liar. I saw you looking at that article. Why don’t you say something? Speak out? Hell, why doesn’t anyone speak out?”

      I shrug. “What’s the point? They’re going to make up what they want anyway. The story is too good right now; it’s just something I’m dealing with at this point.”

      Milly sighs and then says, “You know, I always prided myself on being your sister, because you are what baseball players should strive to be. Kindhearted, hard-working, and with a pure love for the game. Now when I look at you, all I see is the hard-working part.”

      I pause my fork to my mouth. “Are you saying I don’t have a kind heart?”

      “I don’t know, when was the last time you volunteered?”

      “Fucking Tuesday, at the hospital.”

      “Oh.” Milly’s face morphs into an apologetic look. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, well no one does. I’m the same man, Milly.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re not. You’re going through the motions.” She bites her bottom lip and says, “I bet if you apologized, she’d come back to you.”

      “Milly,” I groan, dropping my fork to my plate. It clatters and falls to the table. “Enough, okay? It’s over between me and Natalie. There is no repairing what happened.”

      “You don’t know that,” she says in desperation. “Dottie was saying—”

      “Stop right there.” I stand from my chair and push it under the table. “I don’t want to know what your circle of friends has to say about my non-existent relationship with Natalie. No one should be talking about it.”

      Ignoring me, she says, “Have you even talked to Jason?”

      “No. I’m not making him the middleman.”

      “Maybe you should,” Milly says, alluding to something.

      “Why?” I ask, not quite ready to storm out when there seems to be a nugget of information my sister is harboring.

      “Because—” She looks away, probably contemplating if she should say anything. After a moment, she says, “She’s . . . well, she’s starting to date.”

      It feels as if someone just swung a pickax straight into my chest and is twisting it relentlessly to get it out. Twisting and pulling and yanking so hard I can feel my heart ache, my lungs burn.

      She’s starting to date?

      Well, of course she is. It’s not like she’s waiting around for me, after I fucking told her she wasn’t important enough to stay in my life, after I haven’t contacted her since, after I practically dismissed her with one look in the dugout.

      I was so fucking stunned to see her there, I had no idea how to react. I froze, my heart tumbling within my chest as I took in just how beautiful she looked. Her blonder hair made her eyes stand out even more, and its length made me want to tug on it, grip her from behind, and hold her in place while I claimed what I so foolishly let go. It gutted me being so close and not being able to reach out and touch her, kiss her, hold her close against my chest where I would whisper in her ear over and over how much I love her, how sorry I am, how I will never take her for granted ever again . . . how she’s the most important thing in my goddamn life.

      “From the scowl in your brow, I can tell that’s not something you’re happy with,” Milly says, seeming far too happy with her knowledge, probably because she thinks it’s going to light a fire under my ass to get her back. Little does she know, that ship has sailed. Natalie was right. I’m not the man she deserves. Maybe I was once, but I’m certainly not now. She deserves happiness, the ability to wear whatever fucking shirt she wants when kissing her boyfriend in public, and a man who will run into a fight to protect her. Not the man who blames her for everything and doesn’t have the stones to apologize and admit he was wrong. Because I was. I haven’t got my shit together. Nothing’s changed on that front. The media still hates me, so nothing new there. No, she was right to leave, and it’s right I stay back while she finds her life. Her happiness.

      “It’s Natalie’s life; she can do what she wants,” I say and start to walk away, leaving my half-eaten dinner on the table.

      “Cory,” Milly calls out, and I stop at the door, keeping my back toward her. “This closed-off persona you have going on, it’s not you, but it’s driven by you. The only person who can make things better . . . is you.”

      I bend my head forward, take a deep breath, and say, “Been there, done that. No one fucking cares. I’ll catch you later, Mills.” I take off, only hearing the click of her apartment door echo in the hallway as I retreat.
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      The fans practically shake the stadium with their distaste for me as I enter the dugout after hitting a single homerun. With every boo, it’s like a breath of air, reminding me to shove it down the fans’ throats with how fucking good I am. They’re begging me to fail, counting on me to strikeout, to commit an error, do something . . . anything to prove their perception about me.

      Too bad I’m on a hot streak and with every crack of my bat, I show them up. I wish I could enjoy it more, but I’d be lying if I said the booing didn’t bother me.

      Because it does.

      Because I’ve always been the player who thrives off positivity. It feels wrong that I thrive off negativity now.

      I fucking hate it.

      I hate everything about my life right now.

      I hate my team, the fans, the coaches, the front office that keeps telling me everything will clear out, don’t worry.

      Bullshitters.

      I hate this game I have to play. I hate studying it, training, and traveling.

      But most importantly, I hate myself. I loathe myself, every last inch of me. Looking in a mirror is painful. Seeing my moronic reflection just reminds me how I ruined my life with the simple statement: we should take a break.

      I miss her, desperately. I think about her every goddamn minute. She’s the first person I think about when I wake up, the first person I want to text when I need someone to talk to, and when I can’t sleep at night, she’s the person I think of.

      Foolishly I let her go, and that’s a mistake I’ll live with for the rest of my life.

      “Fucking smashed that,” Jason says, coming up next to me on the bench. “And hey, I really think the fans are starting to figure out the whole collective booing thing so it sounds more uniform, almost like a foghorn. So, there’s something.”

      There is one thing I need to be grateful for and that’s Jason. He has this uncanny knack of making someone feel better with a stupid comment. He’s constantly pulling at least one smirk from me every game, and it usually has to do with my demise. I see what he’s trying to do, make light of all the shit being flung my way, and I appreciate him for it.

      I also appreciate the fact that he has never once mentioned Natalie. He has separated the two of us, and that’s the reason I occasionally lean on him when I need to.

      Marcus walks by and pats me on the knee. “Good hit, boss.”

      I nod at him but don’t say much. Then I turn to Jason and say, “That’s the fifth time one of the guys has called me that today.”

      Jason tosses some sunflower seeds in his mouth and says, “Because in their eyes, you’re the boss.” Jason focuses his green eyes on me and says, “As much as you don’t want to believe it, the guys on this team like you. They see your hard work, your determination, and they’ve come around to the fact that they were idiots at the beginning of the season.”

      “Yeah, okay,” I say sarcastically.

      “Don’t pull that woe is me shit with me,” Jason says in a sterner tone. “Want to know the reason why you don’t know this? It’s because everyone is too goddamn nervous to approach you. You don’t give off a very welcoming vibe. But trust me when I say this, they appreciate you and they see you.”

      I glance up at the dugout where I catch a lot of the players up against the fence, cheering on the team, encouraging one another, and here I am, sequestered in the back. Was Milly right, am I really punishing myself, putting this all on me with my actions?

      “I see that beautiful brain of yours working and trust me, when you’re asking yourself, is Jason really right about this?” Jason pats me on the shoulder and says, “I am.” He hops off the bench and then points his finger at me. “And you can get to know the guys even better when you come to my fundraiser in a few weeks.” Jason looks me dead in the eyes when he says, “I’m counting on you to be there.”

      I nod, unsure how to process what he said, so I do the one thing I know how to do best—block it all out and focus on the game. Play the game. Live the game.
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      I breeze into the training room with one thing on my mind, ice.

      I need fucking ice.

      I was clocked in the back today, right between the shoulder blades by one of the pitchers on the Baltimore Storm. Imagine that, my old team apparently holding a grudge against me as well. Guess what, chaps, I had nothing to do with my godforsaken trade. And yet, they still pegged me.

      Without even flinching though, I tossed my bat, kept my head low, and took my base. And the crowd cheered for once. Yup, they cheered that I got beamed in the back, which made me chuckle when I was on first, because wow, they really fucking hate me.

      But after the cheering died down, I heard Maddox screaming at the pitcher from the dugout, which then led to the umpire issuing warnings to each team.

      The warnings set me on edge, because I knew what was going to happen next, and it did. Maddox was on the mound and pinned Jose Fernandez on the elbow with a ninety-three-mile-an-hour fastball, which led into an all-out brawl.

      I was the first to reach Maddox and held him back while Jason held back Jose until the Storm could reach their player. But there were a few punches thrown here and there.

      Maddox was ejected from the game, so was Coach Gordan, and a few players from the Storm. Completely unnecessary, but typical for the Rebels.

      Although, it’s never happened on my behalf before.

      That’s what has my mind reeling as I push through the doors into the ice room where Maddox is dipped up to his neck in an ice bath.

      When he sees me with my shirt off, ready to take up my own form of recovery torture, he motions his fingers for me to spin around so he can see my back. I do and hear him laugh. “Bet that fucking hurts.”

      “Doesn’t feel good,” I answer, dipping into the tank next to him, a breath hissing out of my lungs as my balls crawl up inside me.

      “Probably not as bad as what Jose is dealing with right now.”

      Maddox is known for hitting players in the elbow; it’s his go-to peg spot, and he’s gotten so good at it, that he knows exactly where to throw the ball to give them the worst possible bruise.

      “Yeah, pretty glad I’m not him,” I say, feeling awkward.

      Sensing how uncomfortable I am, Maddox says, “They were out to get you from the beginning. No one fucks with us.”

      Us.

      It’s a simple word but weighs about a ton in this context.

      Looking to the side, I quietly say, “Thanks, you know . . . for sticking up for me.”

      “Anything for the boss,” Maddox says with a quirk to his lips.

      I shake my head. “Where the fuck did that come from?”

      “Me,” he says easily, which surprises me. “We haven’t made it easy on you here. We’ve turned our back on you, and hell, I’m sure there are guys on the team who’ve said some shitty things to the press at some point. But even with everything that’s been thrown at you, you’ve acted like a damn boss and gotten the job done. Got to hand it to you, you’re a fucking clutch captain, dude.”

      Am I dreaming right now? Did Maddox Paige really say that?

      He chuckles and adds, “Don’t look too shocked. You would have noticed the shift in the clubhouse if you didn’t have your head down all the time. The guys are cautious approaching you. A high five or knee pat here and there. They understand we don’t deserve your attention, but we’re here if you want to give it to us.” Don’t deserve my attention?

      Lips pressed together, mulling it over, I say, “Thanks, that means a lot.”

      “Does that mean you’ll grab beers with us every once in a while?”

      The vise that’s been constricting my chest for the past few months finally releases, as I slowly nod my head. “Yeah, I will.” Even though I’m not quite sure I mean it. They might think I’m okay right now, but what happens if my bat falls, or if another article comes out that they don’t agree with. Will they turn their backs again?

      A big part of me says they will.

      “You still with her?” Maddox asks, confusing me.

      “What?”

      “Orson’s sister. You still with her?” His question comes out of nowhere and even though it pains me to answer him, I do.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Ended first week of spring training, after all that shit went down.”

      “Did you end it?” I nod. “Well”—he scratches the side of his cheek—“that would explain a few things.”

      Turning my head toward him, I ask, “What do you mean by that?”

      “Explains the edge about you. You’ve lost your easygoing nature, what fans love about you. Now you’re hardened, almost as if you’re really a Rebel.”

      “Isn’t that what people want?” I ask, trying not to think about how right he is about losing Natalie.

      “I think that’s what they wanted, for you to fall in line with the Rebel way of things, but do you know why Jason is so beloved?”

      “Because he’s fucking weird?”

      Maddox laughs. “Because he’s himself. At least when you were with Natalie, you were still yourself, that was something the fans could get used to, now you’re . . . just fucking cold. Maybe you need to stop thinking about what everyone else is thinking about you and focus on finding what makes you happy.” He pauses and says, “Do you even like playing the game right now?”

      I shake my head. “Hate it.”

      He nods. “It shows. You’re an exceptional baseball player, man, and you’re bringing success to this team. But you’ll never gain the respect of the fans if you’re not in love with playing the game. Like you used to be. And the media is not going to let up until you win the fans over. Because with rowdy fans, there’s a story, but the day they appreciate you is the day you can kiss those untrue articles away.” He rises from the tub and grabs a towel, quickly exiting and drying himself off. “I get it, it’s your job. But there is more to life than baseball, something you used to know and probably told rookies. Maybe you found that more to life thing in Natalie. And maybe you thought you could only have one thing. I don’t know. I’m not a fucking psychologist.” I chuckle at that. He sighs. “But I’ve watched you for years, boss, and I don’t think you want to leave the game hating it. Maybe finding what you lost when you sent her packing will bring that back. Maybe she’s what you need.”

      With that, he takes off, towel wrapped around his waist, leaving me in a pile of, what the fuck?
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      “You’re so beautiful. God, I would kill for your eyelashes.” Jason puckers up and goes in for the kill just as I get my hand up just in time to block him with my palm.

      “I said no fucking kissing.”

      Carson and Knox are still rubbing their cheeks from where Jason laid one on them like the idiot he is. He’s the only guy I know that will go out of his way to earn a reaction—hence the kissing.

      Laughing, Jason pulls Dottie in by the hand and kisses her ring finger. Fuck am I jealous of that. They look so happy. Hell, everyone in this circle looks happy. Knox and Emory are fawning over their baby boy, Asher. Carson has his arms wrapped around Milly, cuddling her close to his chest, and Jason is a groomzilla, ensuring everyone within a twenty-foot radius knows he’s getting married this November.

      And then there’s me.

      The thing about Jason is that even though he does things to get a reaction, he’s a very likeable guy, so likeable that he has players from the Bobbies— like Walker Rockwell, Carson Stone, Knox Gentry, and Ford Fowler — and also almost every guy on the Rebels attending his event, which means, the two rivals are sharing the same air. And there’s not one single issue. No fights, no beef, we’re all here for a good cause. The Lineup.

      “Seriously, those eyelashes though,” Jason says, staring at me. “Are you wearing makeup, dude?”

      “This is why I haven’t answered your question about being in your wedding yet,” I say, joking, even though I don’t feel light at all.

      I feel like I’m on the verge of either passing out, wanting to get hammered in five minutes, or running off to the next trashcan so I can throw up from the nerves rushing through my body.

      I’ve been dreading this night ever since Jason told me about it but also looking forward to it because ever since my conversation with Maddox, I realized some of what he said might be true. Hell . . . I know it’s true.

      It started with last season, trying to muddle my way through the anguish of losing a part of me that I built my career on—my home, Baltimore.

      Then it went on to dealing with the fans, not performing, and getting on their bad side. From there, it’s been an uphill battle and the only bright thing during the last year in the dark was Natalie. She was the beacon of light, the reason I felt whole, and instead of recognizing that, I balked, got scared, and eliminated it.

      And now I want that thing back. I need her back.

      I’ve taken a few weeks to think about it, mull it over, convince myself that I have a chance to make things better. So, when I was getting ready tonight, I took extra care deciding what to wear, making sure I looked good enough to possibly forgive.

      And no, I didn’t put makeup on, despite what Jason thinks.

      I put on my best suit, navy-blue, with a white button-up that has a faint light blue checkered pattern sewn through it and made sure my brown shoes matched perfectly with my belt. I styled my hair to the best of my ability, knowing there are still some bald spots in the back I can’t hide without a hat, and then put on my best watch.

      I felt good walking out of my apartment, but now that I’m here, breathing the same air as her, my nerves are shot and I’m seconds away from running out the door.

      “Maybe I don’t want you in my wedding.” Jason eyes me up and down. “You look too good in a suit.”

      “Hey,” Dottie says, pulling Jason’s eyes away from mine. “The man crush is strong, tone it down.”

      “Sorry, he’s just . . . fuck, he’s a stud and he’s leading the entire league in homeruns, RBIs, and batting percentage. He’s the boss.”

      I shake my head and say, “I’m going to get a drink,” and take off toward the bar, keeping my eyes open for a—now—blonde with one hell of a smile. I just hope I get to catch it tonight.

      While I’m waiting for my Coke Zero—living it large—I catch Maddox from the corner of my eye. He nods to me and then dips his head to the side while raising his eyebrow. I glance to where he’s motioning and that’s where I see Natalie wearing a beautiful light blue dress that looks like it’s painted on her body, framing her every curve and making her look like a beautiful ice queen with her blonde hair and bright blue eyes.

      My heart trips in my chest as I take her in, observe her from afar. She charms the people around her with her beaming smile so easily, she attracts the attention of the men in the room, and she doesn’t even realize it. I can faintly hear her laugh from where I’m standing, and it sends a jolt of yearning through my veins, giving me enough courage to make my way toward her after I get my drink.

      I feel like a missile, homing in on its target, as I weave through people chatting about the charity, conversing over the season, and speaking of the amazing athletes The Lineup is serving. And even though these are conversations I would normally take part in, there’s nothing stopping me now as I’m only a few feet away from Natalie. And just as I’m about to question my sanity once again, she smiles, and I stop dead in my tracks as a surge of lust booms so hard in my chest that I nearly fall forward.

      Fuck . . . I love her.

      I love her so damn much, and if I don’t leave this event with her in my arms, I’m not sure I’ll be able to put one foot in front of the other tomorrow.

      She places her hand on the back of the woman she’s been talking to, says she will speak to her later, and then starts to walk in my direction but stutters to a stop when she sees me, staring at her, waiting for her, yearning for her.

      I watch as she composes herself, morphing her face from surprise to calm in a matter of seconds. Her chest rises in a deep breath and then falls right before she takes a step toward me. I do the same, closing the space quickly. Thankfully we’re tucked away from the crowd, so when I say hi, my voice shaky and uncontrolled, no one can hear it but her.

      “Hi.” She gives me a half-smile. “Thank you for coming tonight. It means a lot to Jason.”

      “Just to Jason?” I ask, my body yearning to touch her, sweep her hair behind her ear, lean in to smell the sweet scent of her perfume.

      Nervously she glances down at her drink and says, “To me too.”

      Fuck, I can barely hear her over the roaring of my pulse, beating so hard, so fast, so loud, that everything else seems muffled in my ears.

      Swallowing hard, I ask, “How are you, Natalie?”

      Tucking her hair behind her ear, she slowly looks up at me and studies me for a few breaths before she says, “I’m fine. A little shocked that you know how to have a conversation with me.”

      I deserve that.

      Gripping my drink tightly so I don’t push my hand through my hair, I say, “There’s no excuse other than I was not expecting to see you in the dugout on opening day, and it rattled me.”

      She twists her lips and avoids eye contact, so I take a step forward, wanting to make sure she hears me.

      “I was in a really bad place and treated you like you meant nothing to me, and that couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      On a deep breath, she plasters on a fake smile and says, “Don’t worry about it, Cory. It’s in the past.” She points toward some tables and says, “We have those cupcakes again that you like so much, be sure to help yourself.”

      “Don’t,” I say, as she starts to push me away. “Stay, talk to me, even if it’s just about the weather. Please just talk to me.”

      “Cory,” she says softly and shakes her head, “it’s not that easy.”

      “Then talk to me about something else, about us, about how I fucked up—”

      “This is not the time nor place for that conversation.”

      Feeling desperate, I say, “Then meet me after this is done. Coffee, dessert, anything.”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t know, Cory.”

      “Please,” I say, taking one more step forward. “At least give me the chance to apologize.”

      Looking up at me through her lashes, she says, “Where is this coming from?” Whispering she adds, “It’s been months since I’ve heard from you.”

      “Five months,” I say, feeling the pain of every one of those months ricochet through my chest.

      “However many months it’s been, why are you doing this right here, right now?”

      “Because I just gained enough awareness and courage to approach you.”

      She studies her drink again, not answering right away, but instead, making every breath I take more painful as I wait for her next words.

      Finally, she says so quietly, “You devastated me, Cory.” She meets my eyes. “Made me feel worthless.”

      Fuck.

      My throat tightens, and I feel a cold sweat break out on my back. Recalling that night, when I asked for a break, to press pause, anything to stop the swirling in my head, it blew out of proportion and before I could stop her, she was walking out of my hotel room, out of my life for what seems like forever.

      What I wouldn’t give to replay that night, to get out of my head and take a deep breath, realize that everything was going to be okay if I stuck to my girl rather than push her away. What I should have said when she told me I wasn’t the man she deserved.

      The man I deserve knows, even through the hard times, that I’m an asset, not a hindrance. He knows that of all the women out there, one who has a professional baseball-playing brother actually understands this more than any other woman. Fuck, how right she was. I don’t need herbal tea, mindfulness, CBT, or fucking salmon five days a week. I need her. I need her strength, her wisdom, her tolerance and understanding that sometimes the game takes over. But also her soft landing place when she sees I need to pull back . . . because she understands the game—me—more than anyone else.

      I didn’t know that then, but I do know that now, and I want my time with her. I’m trying my damnedest to earn a moment with her. “Natalie,” I say, feeling just how tight my throat is. “That night, it was . . . fuck, I wish—”

      “Hey, there you are,” a male voice says, coming up behind Natalie and placing his hand on her lower back.

      Slowly, my eyes travel up a pristine suit to a familiar face. Frustration roars at the back of my throat when I take in the slicked-back hair of Nicholas, the guy from St. Croix.

      My gut churns with dread from the possibility of hearing those distressing words . . . this is my boyfriend.

      I can feel it in the air, see it in her eyes.

      She’s starting to date.

      She's starting to date.

      A throbbing knot twists and turns in my stomach, as I see Natalie look back at Nicholas with such familiarity that it makes me want to cry out in pure agony.

      She’s starting to date.

      I’m too fucking late.

      Nicholas looks up at me with a genuine smile and holds out his hand. “Cory Potter, great to see you again. You’re having one hell of a season.”

      As if my brain switches to autopilot, I reach my hand out, shake his, and say, “Thank you. Nice seeing you again, Nicholas.” I tack on a smile I can barely feel on my lips. “Great event to attend.”

      “Our girl did a great job, didn’t she?” the asshole says, making Natalie smile up at him. The look makes bile rise.

      Our girl.

      Our fucking girl.

      Swallowing hard, the pain feeling like razor blades gliding down my throat, I say, “She did great.” I take a step back and say, “I’ll, uh, I’ll let you get back to mingling. Have a good night.”

      Natalie gives me a sad smile and watches me back away without another parting word, and as I turn my back on a closed door, I wish she’d call my name, run up to me and say she’ll meet up after the event, that she’ll give me a chance to explain.

      But she doesn’t.

      She doesn’t pull on my hand or give me one more chance. Instead, I watch her from a distance for a few more minutes until I can’t take the ache tugging on my ribs anymore and I leave, my heart bleeding a trail behind me.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Still July

      

      

      

      “Are you okay, man?” Jason asks, sitting next to me on a couch in the locker room. We’re on rain delay, which means we’re playing a waiting game until the umpires believe the conditions are good enough for the ground crew to prepare the field for play.

      I hate fucking rain delays because you spend all your time getting your body game ready, only to have to put it on hold and wait, not sure if you’re going to be getting up in fifteen minutes or an hour.

      “Fine,” I say, bringing my Gatorade to my lips, a slight shake in my hand.

      “You sure?” Jason twists on the couch to face me. “You look pale, dude. Want to go get something to eat?”

      “I’m fine. Just . . .” Fuck, the room won’t stop spinning. I blow out a heavy breath and close my eyes but that makes it worse, so I pop them open and try to fixate on the TV in front of me. “Just a little dizzy.”

      Jason places his hand on my arm and gets closer, examining me. “Shit,” he mutters before calling out to the guys, “We need a trainer in here, now.” His voice is serious and someone off in the distance is calling one of the trainers over.

      The room starts to tunnel in on me. The edges of my vision blur and turn black. The ceiling spins and spins and spins to the point that my stomach rolls. Fuck.

      “I uh, need to go to the bathroom,” I say, scooting to the end of the couch.

      Jason places his hand on my chest. “Stay seated. You’re white as shit, man. A trainer is coming.”

      “Nah, I need the bathroom.” I push past him and stand, wavering on my legs before taking a few steps toward the bathroom, only to lose my legs right beneath me. Suddenly, I’m falling forward and slamming into one of the tables the guys are playing poker on. Chips scatter right before the table breaks beneath me, and I crash to the floor with the wood splintering around me.

      “Fuck, we need someone in here, now,” Jason yells as he drops to my side. Pain ricochets up my arm but nothing else registers.

      Not the trainers surrounding me, asking me to tell them how many fingers they’re holding.

      Not the stretcher I’m placed on, or the IV that’s strapped to my hand.

      Not the ride to the hospital, or Milly sitting at my side, holding my hand, crying.

      Not the twenty stitches sewn into my arm from a piece of wood driven through my skin.

      Not when the doctors talk to my parents and Milly about my exhausted and dehydrated body.

      Not when the guys come to visit me after the game, to see if I’m doing okay.

      The only thing that registers in my mind is Jason standing in the corner of my room, talking quietly on the phone and saying, “Yeah, I’ll tell him. Love you, Natalie.”

      But then everything goes black again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        NATALIE

      

      

      

      
        
        Still July

      

      

      

      Potter Hospitalized, Misses All-Star Game

      The night before the All-Star break, the All-Star first baseman looking to break multiple league records this year, reportedly fainted in the locker room during a rain delay. Sources said he was looking pale and unlike himself during warmups. According to the hospital and training staff, the cause was exhaustion and dehydration, but there have been reports of drug use . . .

      Looks like the pressure is finally getting to the man who acts like he’s God on the baseball field. Oh, how the mighty fall hard.

      I click out of the article and rest my head against my desk, trying to gather myself before I do something like text Cory myself.

      I don’t know why I never thought about it, but the possibility of seeing Cory at The Lineup event never occurred to me until he was standing right in front of me, looking more handsome than ever. I know he’s been working hard, tirelessly actually, from what Jason has offhandedly mentioned, but I never knew how hard until I saw him in person. He looked more chiseled than ever, even while wearing his suit. And yes, he took my breath away with how handsome he looked, but I would be remiss not to mention the sunken set of his eyes, the slight red that rimmed them, the tiny specs of gray at his temples, or when he turned around, the tiny bald patches in his hair.

      Cory might have solidified his place in the Baseball Hall of Fame with the first half of this season, but not without significantly aging himself. He looks nothing like thirty-five, more like bordering on forty.

      Seeing him was probably one of the most painful things I’ve done in a long time, but then he approached me and to this day, I still can’t recall what he said to me, or what I said to him because my heart was pounding so hard in my chest, I could barely hear anything around me. It wasn’t until Nicholas came up to me that I realized what Cory was trying to ask me, but when Cory spotted Nicholas, it was too late. Cory shut down and walked away, leaving me wondering what the hell he was trying to do in that moment.

      Nicholas spent the rest of the night at my side with the wrong impression. He was in Chicago for the week and it just happened to be when I was holding the event. I invited him because he has money, and we want it for our foundation. It wasn’t a date, nor was it a moment for him to claim me in front of anyone. But he acted like it was and when the night was over and he tried to kiss me, I had to turn him down again.

      He asked me if it was because of Cory and I desperately wanted to tell him no, that the ship on that relationship had sailed months ago, but I’m not kidding anyone. I’m still hung up, unable to move past the pain I can’t seem to let go of. It’s why I keep turning down every blind date my friends and even Mom try to arrange, or don’t pay attention to any of the dating apps Monica set me up on. I can’t find it within me to move on, especially when I see Cory’s cheery and magnetic personality slowly fading with each passing day.

      Looking down at my phone, I open up a text message.

      Natalie: Is he okay?

      Three simple words, words I write every week to Jason, just needing reassurance that he’s not slowly killing himself. I didn’t ask for details from Jason about what happened in the locker room, but I did ask if he was okay. All Jason said was, it was the scariest thing he’d ever seen and he’s glad Cory is going to be okay.

      Thankfully Jason texts me back quickly.

      Jason: I think so.

      I roll my teeth over my bottom lip as my emotions start to surface.

      Not again.

      I’m not going to cry again.

      Sucking in a sharp breath, I set my phone down with the knowledge that he’s okay, and I open my inbox. I have work to do.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        August

      

      

      

      Is Potter a True Rebel Now?

      After a small break to recover from a terrible fall in the locker room and twenty stitches in his right catching arm, Cory Potter is back in the batter’s box and once again hitting the leather off every baseball thrown to him, bringing his team straight into the last two months of the season with a positive outlook on the post season. His teammates might be happy, but the fans are still not convinced this is the man they want leading their team.

      Rumor has it, Potter is desperate to win fan approval and will go to great lengths to make that happen and has started looking for recreational drugs to get him through the long hours on the field. This would explain the red-rimmed eyes and erratic behavior in the locker room.

      When will it end? When will he finally give up and try to break his contract? Only time will tell.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I take a deep breath and close the article. Cory is the healthiest guy I know; there is no way he’s doing drugs, especially during the season. I don’t believe one word of the article besides the red-rimmed eyes. In interviews I’ve seen recently, I can tell he’s still not the same man I fell in love with, but he does look healthier than a month ago.

      Needing that reassurance, I send Jason a text.

      Natalie: Is he okay?

      Jason doesn’t text back until later that afternoon, but his short text gives me peace of mind.

      Jason: Yes, he’s good.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        End of August

      

      

      

      Natalie: Is he okay?

      Jason: Better.

      I look at Lake Michigan as I sit across from Frankie Donut, getting lost in one of my favorite places in Chicago. Today is his birthday and I’m tempted to send him a text, to let him know I’ve been thinking about him, every day, almost every hour, but something’s holding me back. Pride? Hurt? Nerves? Whatever it is, I decide to text my brother instead.

      Natalie: Is he having a good birthday?

      Jason: I think so. We got him a cake, surprised him. He looked like he was going to cry from being overwhelmed.

      My lip trembles just thinking about Cory’s reaction. Through Jason, I know the team has slowly tried to get closer to Cory. It’s taken a lot of time and a lot of trust, but over the last month, the team has become a solid unit, sticking together and having Cory’s back, even to the point that now the players are tweeting about the false articles about Cory and starting to contradict each of them with a picture of Cory hard at work, laughing with the guys, or eating a pizza. I know this because I have the hashtag “PotterWatch” on alert.

      The negative articles are becoming fewer and further between, but the fans still seem to not appreciate Cory for who he is; the best first baseman in baseball, let alone the best bat in baseball as well.

      Glad that he at least has the guys, I text back.

      Natalie: I’m glad. You didn’t try to kiss him, did you?

      Jason: You know I did, and you know I got his cheek before he pushed me away.

      I chuckle to myself, as I wish I could have seen that.

      Natalie: He seems happy though?

      Jason: No, but I think that has everything to do with you. Come on, Nat, why don’t you just talk to him?

      Natalie: You and I both know I can’t do that. He thought I was dispensable.

      Jason: He thought he was helping you, fuck . . . I said I wouldn’t get in the middle of this.

      Natalie: I’m sorry. I’ll stop asking.

      Jason: Don’t stop, Nat. He needs more people caring about him. Just don’t stop.

      I stare at the text message, Jason’s words ringing in my ears. I stand from my chair and take a walk. It’s all too fucking much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        CORY

      

      

      

      
        
        September

      

      

      

      “Are you fucking ready?” Jason asks, coming up to me and massaging my shoulders, bouncing up and down. “We are clinching today. We are fucking clinching.”

      End of September, the playoffs are right around the corner, and if we win today, we win our division, which puts us in a pretty spot when it comes to the playoffs. Giving us home field advantage. It will be the first time in seven years the Rebels make it to the playoffs, the first time in twenty years that they win their division, and Jason is right, it’s happening tonight.

      “Is the boss ready?” Maddox asks, walking by while Jason does some weird fucking jig.

      “Ready,” I say, slipping on one of my socks, feeling really fucking good for the first time in a month. Maybe because the season is almost over, which means I get to finally relax, after what will hopefully be a successful playoff run. Maybe because the guys have rallied behind me, shooting down every article or fan who tries to say anything negative about me. Whatever it is, this billowing tightness, that’s been eating away at me all season, has slowly started to dissipate.

      The “PotterWatch” hashtag has been . . . fuck . . . it’s funny. Because the guys have gotten into it now. Every day, at least a few of them has posted photoshopped pictures of me on their social media accounts. It was Jason’s idea. Since the media wasn’t letting up, he said let’s take control of it ourselves and they started counteracting every story with one of their own, or sharing ridiculous pictures of me doing stupid shit like meeting the Queen of England or shaking hands with Leonardo DiCaprio on a movie set, or bench-pressing one thousand pounds. Really stupid, horribly photoshopped shit that has me laughing hysterically every time I see one.

      Laughing . . .

      They have me laughing, which was a sound I hadn’t heard in a really long time.

      Unfortunately, the fans haven’t gotten on the we like Cory train yet, but I’m not sure that will ever change. It’s just going to have to be my new norm at this point.

      “Fuck, I’m so pumped right now, I think I have a boner.” Jason says this while sitting next to me and draping his arm over my shoulders, squeezing tight.

      “Can you not tell me you have a boner while embracing me? Jesus, man.”

      He chuckles and lets go, pulling his phone out of his pocket. “Just be grateful I’m not rubbing it against your leg like I do to Dottie.”

      “Did I ever tell you how lucky she is to have you?”

      “No.” Jason looks over to me. “But that means a lot. Thanks, man.” Jason starts thumbing through his phone while he says, “I can’t wait to marry her. She’s so fucking perfect.”

      The uptight-but-secretly-funny boss babe and the quirky, sensitive baseball player are oddly perfect for each other. I’ve never seen the dynamic they have, such opposites that they actually work. She grounds him, he loosens her up, and they meet in the middle. I’m proud to be a part of their wedding.

      “Hey, Orson, can you come here for a second?” Maddox asks from his locker.

      “Yeah.” Jason sets his phone down in front of me and heads over to Maddox.

      Lifting my other foot, I start to put on my other sock when my eyes briefly fall to Jason’s phone. Natalie’s name in fucking bold, as if he magnified the view on his phone to ultra-old-person size.

      Glancing up at Jason, I see his back toward me, so I do something I really shouldn’t but can’t help myself. I read his text.

      Natalie: Is he okay?

      Jason: Great. Healthy. Happy.

      Natalie: Good.

      Jason: You should talk to him, after the game.

      Natalie: I can’t. I want to . . . but I can’t.

      My breath catches in my chest as I read the last sentence over and over again. She wants to . . . but she can’t. Why can’t she? Because she’s in a relationship? Because she’s nervous? Because she still hates me?

      When I look up from the screen, Jason is standing in front of me now, a wicked grin on his face. He looks over his shoulder to Maddox and says, “Worked like a charm, man.”

      “Knew it would.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” I ask, finishing with my sock.

      Growing serious, Jason says, “She asks about you once a week, if not more. She has been ever since you broke up. She’s not dating anyone, never did, because she can’t seem to get over you, despite what she might have said to you at any point in time. And she’s too scared to approach you. There.” Jason holds his hands up, pretending to wash them. “I did my friend and brotherly duty, I wash my hands of this. What you decide to do with this information is up to you.”

      Maddox steps up and drapes his arm over Jason’s shoulders. “Yeah, but you better do the right fucking thing. After we clinch, you’re going to her.”

      “Oooh, I like that idea, so fucking romantic. Shower first though.” Jason nuzzles Maddox’s shoulder.

      “Yeah.” Maddox palms Jason’s head, holding him close. “Shower for sure.”

      Marcus inserts his head into the conversation and says, “I can attest to showering. If you make up, you want your dick clean.”

      “Clean dicks are always appreciated by a woman,” Jason says.

      “And balls,” Maddox says with a smiling face, something that is very rare and only saved for the men in this room. “I’m sure if you need help scrubbing after the game, Jason here will lend a hand.”

      Jason holds up his hands and with a twinkle in his eyes, he says, “I have two.” He squeezes them. “I’m ready to handle the boss.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “Although, it does scare me.”

      “Wait . . .” I blink a few times. “Are you calling my—”

      Maddox punches Jason in the arm. “Fuck, dude, we told you not to give it away.”

      Standing now, my lips tilted up, I say, “You’re not calling me boss . . . you’re calling my dick boss.”

      Three sets of eyes fall to my covered crotch and then back up.

      “I mean . . .” Marcus says.

      “Have you seen . . .?” Maddox adds.

      “Dude, you have a giant cock,” Jason says, thoroughly impressed. “You put my towel picture to shame.” He clenches his thighs together and says, “I feel bad for my sister.”

      “Things you shouldn’t be thinking about,” I say while sitting back down and shaking my head.

      When they fall silent, I look up again to see all their expectant faces staring at me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Uh, are you going to go after her? Finally?” Jason asks.

      “I . . . I don’t know.”

      “Wrong answer,” Maddox says. “Don’t be a fucking moron. You want her, she wants you, end this misery and go after her. But I’ll tell you this, if she ever wears a Bobbies shirt again, I might very well murder her.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. “Or at least photoshop a Bobbies shirt on me to really complete that picture.”

      All at once, the guys yell dibs and then start fighting over who gets to post the picture I just suggested. While they argue, I sit back in my locker, a thrumming building inside me, electrifying my limbs.

      She still wants me.

      She’s not dating anyone.

      She asks about me all the time.

      Well, fuck, I don’t have an option at this point. I need to get my girl back.
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        * * *

      

      Staring at my bat, I take a deep breath and drown out the magnified boos that seem to be rocking the stadium tonight. It almost feels like they gave every fan in the stadium a megaphone, and they’re all using them now.

      We’re down by one run. Marcus is on first, just barely squeaking out a single with his hustle down the line and we have one out in the bottom of the ninth. I’ve had trouble hitting off Toronto’s closer all season, grounding out almost every single time, which I’m sure is what they’re counting on right now, forcing the double play, going home with the W and preventing us from clinching our division title tonight.

      That won’t be happening, not now, not when my teammates are in the dugout behind me, screaming and yelling my name to take charge, proving that they have my back no matter what.

      I dig my feet into the batter’s box, ready myself, and look to the pitcher. Two balls, one strike. It’s a tricky count because the pitcher doesn’t want to get another ball, but they also have a leg up on me with one strike. He’s going outside, I can feel it in my bones. I can feel it in the way I can sense the catcher moving behind me. Being a left-handed hitter in a park with a deep left field, it would be smart to pitch me outside, not inside when right field has a short porch, one that I’ve taken advantage of many times.

      Standing tall and setting his hands, Yang looks over to Marcus, checking his lead at first and then looks back at me. His foot rises and he sends a screaming fastball to the outside corner of the plate. Waiting a millisecond, I let the ball travel into the strike zone, just deep enough to punch it to the opposite side of the field. I take off running as the crowd falls silent. Marcus is on the run, and I look up at the ball in time to see it sail over the left field wall.

      Holy Fuck.

      And then there’s cheers . . . but only for a second before the fans realize exactly what happened. The guy they hate, the guy they can’t stand, he just secured the division title for their team. I round second as a collection of boos sound off in the stadium and I’m just . . . fuck . . . it’s funny.

      Really?

      They hate me that much?

      When I round third, I fist-bump my third base coach and see my teammates jumping up and down like maniacs at home plate, sunflower seeds and gum being flung all over the field. And there’s a giant cooler of Gatorade waiting to be poured over my head.

      They start chanting “the boss,” and when I hit home plate, for the first time this season, I allow myself to enjoy the moment. I chuck my helmet, spread my arms wide, and let the Gatorade be dumped over me as my foot touches home plate. The guys then jump on top of me. Jason kisses my cheek, Maddox shakes my shoulders, and it’s one of the best moments I’ve ever experienced as the fans boo me. They boo me so fucking hard.

      We’re headed to the playoffs. Fucking long-ass season, and we’re now headed to the playoffs. We have the W this year. It’s going to be a long October, but I can feel it. We’re going to the World Series.

      “Cory, the on-field correspondent would like to talk to you.”

      I glance to where they have an old Rebels player posed with a mic in front of his mouth, waiting to project my voice to the entire stadium. This is the first time they’ve asked me to talk, and I feel like I shouldn’t. Maddox and Jason notice my hesitation and quickly get behind me, propelling me toward Hank waiting with a mic.

      “We’re behind you,” Jason says, and he’s right, I can feel Jason and Maddox standing behind me, followed by the rest of my team.

      It’s such an overwhelming feeling, knowing how far I’ve come from last season to now, to have the respect of the guys I can call brothers on the field. It means everything to me, and even though the fans still seem to hate me, it doesn’t really matter at this point.

      When the boos grow exponentially louder, Maddox leans into my ear and says, “Fuck them. Literally . . . fuck them.”

      I chuckle just as Hank’s mic goes live and he asks, “Cory Potter, you just hit a walk-off homerun to win the division title for the Rebels. What are you feeling?”

      The boos still sound off as I try to talk over them into the mic. Hands on my hips, head bent forward, I say, “Just happy I had a piece in helping this team make it to the playoffs this year.”

      “I wouldn’t say just a piece. You’re leading the entire league in homeruns, batting average, and RBIs, a record-breaking season as an individual player and at thirty-five, how do you do it?”

      I grip Hank on the shoulder and say, “I don’t know, why don’t you ask the media? They sure seem to know exactly what I’m doing all the time.”

      Jason hollers behind me as Maddox laughs loud enough for me to hear him over the crowd.

      Hank smiles and then looks up at the stands, the noise growing. Shaking his head, he says, “What do you have to say to the fans that continue to boo you despite the accomplishments you’ve achieved this year for their team?”

      Looking out at the packed stadium, I take a second to soak it all in. The hatred, the name-calling, the false reports, the horrendous pictures that have been spread all over the Internet. Then I catch Maddox out of the corner of my eye. He gives me a brief nod, before I take a deep breath and lean down to the mic again.

      “What do I have to say to the fans that keep booing me?” Smiling, I say, “They can take the bat I just used to hit this team to victory and shove it right up their asses.” Straightening, I lift both hands and flip off the entire stadium right before my teammates all pile on top of me, all laughing and offering me praises for finally sticking it to the tenth man.

      And it takes me a second to hear it past the riot of my teammates, but once it dies down, for the first time since I stepped foot in this stadium, I’m not hearing a collection of boos. They’re cheering? Fucking cheering?

      “Holy fuck, that was awesome,” Jason says next to my ear, helping me stand up from the ground. “I’m going to kiss you.”

      “Don’t fucking kiss me.” I sidestep Jason’s attempt to pull me in just as Maddox wraps his arm around my shoulder and squeezes me tight.

      “Hell, I might kiss you.”

      “Not if I get to him first,” Marcus says, stepping up with puckered lips. I jump away from both of them, still on the field, everyone watching us and that’s when I hear it . . . a chant.

      Standing tall, I scan the crowd trying to understand what they’re saying. As people pick it up, the rest of the stadium starts to join in.

      “What are they saying?” I ask Maddox who stands next to me.

      We both listen carefully as it grows louder and louder.

      Clap clap . . . clap clap clap.

      We’re . . .

      “We’re what?” I ask Jason, who listens carefully and then snorts, laughing so hard that he bends at the waist holding his knees.

      Clap clap . . . clap clap clap.

      We’re bent over. Clap clap . . . clap clap clap.

      We’re bent over. Clap clap . . . clap clap clap.

      “We’re bent over?” I ask with a pull to my brow. “What the fuck does that mean?”

      Maddox and Marcus both hold on to each other, laughing as Jason grips my shoulder and says between a fit of giggles—yes, giggles—“Because you told them to shove your bat up their ass. They’re bent over.”

      Ohhh.

      My head falls back as a laugh rips through my chest and up my throat. Oh fuck, apparently all I had to do was tell them to pretty much fuck off and I would win their “affection.” Who knew?

      After a good laugh, I walk off the field with my boys, but not before giving the crowd another flip off and heading into the dugout. Hell, it felt good, really fucking good. So good that I have the motivation and the courage to move forward in my life, to stop living in this purgatory and get what I truly want: Natalie.

      I shower quickly, change into a suit, and then head out to my car where Maddox catches me. He doesn’t say anything. Instead, he gives me a slight head tilt and then hops into his black Ford 1969 Mustang Boss, no motorcycle today. He revs the engine and then peels out of the parking lot without a second glance. The look he gave me spoke a thousand words: it’s time.
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      “I can’t stop crying,” I say into the phone. “I feel like such a boob, but I seriously can’t stop crying.” I wipe away the fresh tears that just cascaded down my cheek.

      “Yeah, I got emotional too,” Monica says. She called me the minute Cory hit the ball out of the park, sending the Rebels straight to the playoffs.

      God, I can still see it, the determination in his eyes despite the fans booing him, the grip of the bat in his hands as he stepped up into the batter’s box, the strong set of his shoulders, and the most powerful swing I think I’ve ever seen. I held my breath as I watched the ball travel farther and farther back until it went into the stands.

      A strangled sound came out of my mouth as I jumped off my couch and cheered. Happiness consumed me as I watched him round the bases, as Jason’s face came on the screen, him screaming and yelling like an idiot, tossing gum everywhere like it was confetti. I don’t think I’ve ever felt such joy, and then the fans showed their true colors and once again, I was disheartened. He just won the game, sent the Rebels to the playoffs, and that’s how they’re going to treat him?

      Granted, he hurt me and I’m still having a hard time dealing with the fact that he thought of me as expendable, but I’m human, and I can recognize when someone needs a break, when we need to give credit where credit’s due. Cory has come so far and they couldn’t even cheer for him.

      But then the best thing happened. He told everyone to shove his bat up their ass.

      And that’s where I lost it, because when they started chanting for him, I saw pure joy on his face. So much joy.

      “Jason’s going to be uncontrollable,” I say, thinking about how excited he was on the field and then how much more excited he’s going to be in person. It’s going to be obnoxious.

      “Yeah, good luck with that. Hey, are you doing anything? Want to come over for cake?”

      “Cake?” I laugh. “You just have cake at your house?”

      “Black forest. I was craving it.”

      “Black forest sounds—”

      Ding-dong.

      “Was that your doorbell?” Monica asks.

      “Yeah. Give me a second.” In my leggings, long-sleeved Rebels shirt, and slippers, I pad across the hardwood floors of my apartment and open the door. My breath catches in my throat when I see a tall man in a suit standing on the other side, but not just any tall man.

      Cory.

      Cory Fucking Potter

      “Are you being abducted? What’s happening?”

      Swallowing and staring at the man with the most brilliant blue eyes I’ve ever seen, I say, “It’s, uh . . . it’s Cory. I have to go.”

      “Oh, sweet Jesus, call me immediately after.”

      I hang up and place my phone on the end table in my entryway. Trying to be as casual as possible, I grip the door and say, “Hi.”

      Very classy.

      Very simple.

      With the darkest expression, he gives me a slow once-over, his eyes trailing from my slippers, up my legs, to my breasts and then my face. His deep black lashes frame his icy-blue eyes, making them stand out like beacons of light in a dark abyss.

      “Can I come in?”

      I look behind me, as if I have company, and say, “Uh . . . sure.”

      I open the door wider and quickly swipe at my eyes, hoping there are no remnants of tears. When he steps into my apartment, it feels like the walls shrink around us, his broad stature soaking up all the air. I shut the door and lean against it, wondering what the hell he’s doing here and trying not to let my mind run away from me.

      Instead of looking around my apartment, his eyes are fixed on me. “Were you crying?” he asks.

      Shit.

      I swipe at my eyes again, and say, “No.”

      “Don’t lie.”

      “Pretty sure you don’t have any right to tell me what to do or not do,” I say before I can stop myself.

      He lowers his head and nods.

      Well, this is off to a fabulous start.

      Just when I think he might leave from the awkward silence, he takes off his jacket, revealing the tight button-up he’s wearing underneath. No joke, the fabric outlines his pecs, defining them perfectly, leaving me breathless and staring.

      He drapes his jacket over his arm, his sculpted arm, and then walks into my living space without another word. He takes a seat on the couch and looks at my TV, where I’m watching highlights of the game.

      Crap.

      I turn the TV off with the remote as quickly as I can, and say, “Is there a reason you’re here?”

      “You saw the game?” he asks, still staring at the blank screen.

      “Yes. My brother is on your team, after all.”

      He looks at me and takes in my shirt.

      “And you’re wearing a Rebels shirt?”

      “Yes, because of my brother.”

      “And you were crying.”

      I run my tongue over my teeth and take a deep breath. “What’s your point, Cory?”

      Hands clasped together in front of him, he looks up at me and says, “Jason showed me your text messages.”

      Shit. How many? Which ones?

      Wow . . . just . . .

      You know, I’ve never known what it feels like to want to murder someone, but here it is, plain as day, an overwhelming urge to murder. Knife slaughtering to the chest kind of “reet, reet” murder.

      Because I have no other defense, I say, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Cory stands from the couch and comes to me, eyes fixed on mine. “Asking if I’m okay, checking in on me, scared to talk to me . . .”

      Murder, so much murder.

      “Cory, I—”

      “I’m sorry,” he says quickly and then grabs the back of his neck. “I’m so fucking sorry, Natalie. Asking for a break, for a pause, it was by far the most monumental mistake of my entire life because the minute you walked out of that hotel room, I knew I needed you. I knew life was going to be exponentially harder without you in it. And fuck, it has been. I’ve been living in a goddamn nightmare and not because of the media and all the bullshit that came with the team, but because I didn’t get to come home to your beautiful smile or your comforting arms. Because I couldn’t get lost in your scent, in your body, in your heart. Since I pushed you away, it was like I pushed a piece of me away as well, and I haven’t been whole without you.”

      Tears well in my eyes, and I truly can’t believe after seven months, he’s here, standing in front of me, apologizing. Why so long? Why now?

      “It’s been seven months, Cory.”

      “I know.” He dips his head down. “I fucking know.”

      “Then why now?”

      “Because I was lost,” he answers without skipping a beat. “Even though I knew pushing you away was a big mistake, I thought that if I could just get the other half of my life under control, then I could come back to you, beg and plead for your forgiveness, but with each passing month, it was as if my life kept getting worse and worse—”

      “Until you passed out in the locker room.”

      “Yeah.” He breathes out a heavy breath. “It’s been a rough road.”

      “Cory, you have put your body through hell, all for what? To prove something to a bunch of fans that you could have told to fuck off months ago and would have earned their respect?”

      He licks his lips and says, “I know. I just . . . fuck.” He grips the back of his neck with both hands and stares at me. “I’ve never done this before, Natalie. And that’s no excuse, because I’ve had good examples of what a relationship is like, but the added pressure of the media and protecting you—fuck, Natalie, you could have been seriously hurt during spring training and that scared the living shit out of me. Something had to change, at least that’s what I thought was necessary. But I was stupid, because the one thing I needed the most was you.” Eyes watering, he says, “I still need you. Desperately.”

      Oh God. A tear falls down his cheek, and it’s my undoing. I can feel my wall start to crumble.

      “You’re the goddamn love of my life, the person I want to call mine. The girl I want to come home to. My heart. My fucking soul. I didn’t know you were something I even wanted until you walked into my life with a smile that lit me up inside. I didn’t know you were going to rock my world in St. Croix. Challenge me, make me a better goddamn human. I had no idea that when I pushed you away, I was slowly killing a piece of my soul, the piece that made me a better person.” He takes a step forward and I freeze in place.

      If he touches me, I’ll crack, so I say the only thing I can think to protect whatever shield I have left. “You broke me, Cory. More than Ansel did. I felt so worthless, like I was just a fling in your life rather than someone who actually mattered. You made me feel like I could be replaced in the blink of an eye.”

      “You’re not, Natalie.” He pats his chest, right above his heart. “You’re so far deep in here, so far etched into my very being that you’re anything but replaceable. You’re goddamn indispensable.” He closes the space between us and cups my face, his thumb running over my cheek as tears fall in a rainfall of emotion. “I love you, Natalie. I need you. Please . . . fuck—” He chokes on a small sob and takes a deep breath. “Please tell me you still love me. Please tell me I still have a chance.”

      Through blurry eyes, I stare up at him, and in that moment, I realize despite the anger that I’ve been harboring for the past seven months, it has nothing on the love for this man I’ve been trying to hide. He might have hurt me, but he also made me feel alive again for the first time in years. He brought back my smile, my laugh, my ability to enjoy life again. And maybe it’s time I drop the wall I’ve been trying to build, muster up my courage, and take the leap of love one more time.

      Chest tight, my heart thumping against my ribs as nerves spread through my veins, I say, “I never stopped loving you, Cory.” I shake my head. “Never stopped.”

      Before another tear can fall, Cory pulls me into his chest, lifts my chin, and presses his lips against mine. It’s a frantic kiss, scared and also desperate as we both cling to each other. His tongue rolls over mine, his teeth sink into my lip, his hands roam my back, and my hands go to the buttons of his shirt.

      I start to undo them as he pulls my shirt up and over my head and unhooks my bra in a frenzy, before lifting me up and taking me straight to my bedroom. He lays me down, rolls my leggings off me along with my thong, and then disrobes himself as well until we’re both naked and rolling on top of my comforter.

      He pauses for a second, bringing his hand to my face and staring at me in awe. He shakes his head as he presses a soft kiss to my forehead before saying, “I love you, Natalie. You’re it for me, the only thing I want in life and I’m so fucking sorry I ever made you feel less than you are, because you, my sweet, beautiful girl, are the best thing that has ever happened to me. I plan on spending the rest of my life proving that to you.” He kisses up my neck and then presses his forehead against mine. I cup his cheek, still loving the scruff on his jaw. “Please tell me you forgive me, that we can move past this.”

      I reach up and press a gentle kiss to his lips as I spread my legs. I reach down and place him at my entrance, encouraging him to enter me. He does, in one long, smooth stroke. I choke on my breath for a second, forgetting just how big he is, but when I relax and remember how full I feel with him inside me, I know this is all I’ll ever need in life, this beautiful man.

      Kissing him along his lips and then his jaw, I say, “I love you, Cory, and from here on out, we’re starting a new chapter in our life. You and me.” I grip his face so he has to look me in the eyes. “You and me.”

      He nods, another tear falling down his face before he starts to move in and out of me, connecting us in the most intimate way. There’s a smooth stroke to his motions, a longing, tempting stroke that I haven’t felt from him before, as if he’s trying to imprint himself on me, as if with every pump of his hips, he’s saying, mine.

      Mine. Mine.

      And with every gasp that falls past my lips, I keep thinking, I’m his.

      I’m his.
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      “I can’t wait to take you back to our room,” I whisper into Natalie’s ear as I hold the open back of her dress, where my hand hasn’t left since we’ve been on the dance floor. “This dress has made me hard all fucking night.”

      Chuckling against my chest—because that’s how far she reaches even with heels—she says, “You know, for such an old man, you are quite virile.”

      “Old?” I pull away to look down at her. “You know I’m anything but old, especially after the way I fucked you four times last night.”

      Fact.

      We had sex four times last night, and I still wanted her more. I haven’t been able to get enough of this woman since we got back together. After we made up, and I cried like a goddamn baby in her arms, so grateful that she gave me another chance, we came up with an action plan to get through the rest of the season so I could make time for her. It was something I was very concerned about the next morning when I considered our division win. We still had a long way to go.

      We decided that she’d stay at my apartment during home games and when I was away, we’d FaceTime every night. I was consistent with my texting, ensuring she knew she was my number one even when I was doing my job, and she was so fucking supportive during the entire playoff and World Series run, that I don’t think we would have taken the trophy home if it wasn’t for her talking to me, relaxing me, letting me just hold her when I needed a break from the adrenaline pumping through me.

      Yeah . . . we fucking won.

      In the fourteen years I’ve been playing professional baseball, I can finally call myself a World Series Champion and fuck, does it feel good. It feels like a reward.

      Being traded midseason does a lot of damage to an elite sportsman. Yes, to our egos, because even though I never considered myself egotistical, I was proud. The years with Baltimore had encouraged that pride, that sense of being irreplaceable. But clearly, I wasn’t. I was expendable.

      Expendable. It still kills me that I made Natalie feel that way. Especially because she was there. She was one of the first people I talked to about the trade. How it affected me. She had listened.

      I’ll never understand why Chicago’s media can treat baseball players—people—the way they treated me. The lies. The blatant misinformation that only encouraged animosity still makes zero sense to me.

      Even though the way the Rebels initially shafted me was horrible to experience, it was all worth it because in the long run, I have a few more men in my life I can truly call brothers. They’re fiercely loyal. I get that now. They really weren’t sure if I’d become a Rebel and aim to win with them or go against them.

      And our fans? Yes, our fans. I’m glad to say that some of that arrogance and penchant for nastiness has left the ballpark when we play. Some. Not all. Because miracles do not occur overnight. I have an odd but loving relationship with my fans who now wear shirts that say, “Bending over for the boss.” Charming, I know.

      As for my future? I have the love of my life in my arms, with my ring on her finger, and a wedding set for this time next year. “You know the more you mention the four times, the more you’re not going to get four times again.”

      I laugh into her ear and lower my hand an inch, just above her ass crack. She gasps in my arms as I slide my finger across the small divot. I found out very quickly she’s not wearing any underwear or a bra under the silky blue fabric of her dress, and it’s been driving me crazy the entire wedding.

      “You act as if four times was my idea. You’re the one who kept mounting me.”

      She laughs and slides her hand under my jacket, playing with my flat nipple until it peaks under her fingertips, causing me to groan.

      “Can’t help it, for an older man, you’re incredibly sexy.”

      “Enough with that old shit.”

      She chuckles and the sound pools all the blood in my body straight to my dick, making me harder than stone right here on the dance floor, surrounded by friends and family. And Natalie feels it because she groans against me.

      “God, Cory, you can’t be serious.”

      “Your fault,” I say, keeping her close. “All your fucking fault.”

      Jason takes that moment to come up to us and grip both our shoulders. “I’m married. I’m fucking married.” He holds his ring finger up to both of us, screams, and then runs off to the next couple.

      Chuckling, I say, “Your brother is so fucking weird.”

      “Yeah, but he’s the reason we’re here together, your ring on my finger.”

      “True.” I bring her engagement ring up to my lips and kiss the back of her hand. “Proudest moment of my life was bending down on one knee to ask you to marry me.”

      She lifts her head to look at me. Almost surprised, she says, “That’s a really sweet thing to say.”

      “It’s true. You are the best decision I ever made in my life, even if I stumbled along the way realizing it. I know my life wouldn’t be the same without you in it.” I reach down and press a very soft kiss across her lips. “You’re my girl, my love, my beautiful.”

      Her hand runs up to my neck where her thumb plays with my freshly shaven jaw. “You are so getting fucked four times tonight.”

      I throw my head back and laugh right before I wrap my arms around her and squeeze her tight, never wanting to let go.

      I didn’t know I wanted her, needed her, but here I am, the girl of my dreams in my arms, a future ahead of us, surrounded by a band of brothers I never thought I’d have. I thought being traded was the worst thing that ever happened to me, but life works in mysterious ways, because sometimes, when you think you’ve hit rock bottom, perhaps you’re opening a door to an entirely new chapter in life.

      And this new chapter, fuck, is it going to be beautiful.

      

      Do you want to find out how Cory proposed? Click HERE

      

      
        
        The End
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      It isn’t in my nature to cry over burnt ham, but here I am, tearing up like a jackass, because the meal I’ve been reluctantly slaving over for the past four hours is two shades away from charred dust.

      I had it all planned out. The timing was right, the recipes perfected, the table decorated with impeccably folded napkins that impersonated angelic swans, and polished silver that I scrubbed for an hour until I could see my balls in the reflection. Nothing says polished silverware like a spoon that gives you a clear upside-down view of your gonads.

      But even with countless hours of preparing this feast, naked as the day I was born with only an apron to cover my man-loins, I still ended up with a scorched ham doused in fire extinguisher agent because somehow, the damn thing caught on fire.

      Imagine this, a grown-ass man—no, not just a grown-ass man, but a man at the fresh age of twenty-eight, built like a linebacker with buttocks you can bounce rocks off . . . thanks to squatting for a living—dancing around the kitchen on his twinkle toes, arms flailing with pink and white potholders attached to his hands, screaming like a banshee, as flames light up the Jenn-Air double oven where the brown sugar and pineapple ham resided.

      Are you seeing it?

      Add the imagery of said man naked, dick and balls harmoniously bouncing in panic while the apron his “girlfriend” got him that says Eat my food, Lick my dick, unravels in the fit to unleash the fire extinguisher.

      That was me . . . a minute ago.

      Frantic, screaming, and all in all losing any last shred of my man card I had left.

      It’s why I’m currently weeping like a nitwit into the flaps of my apron, wondering where I went wrong.

      If we’re going to be honest with each other—and I would like to establish honesty with you—I’ll admit, I’ve always leaned toward the sensitive side. You know, the cuddly grizzly bear. Big and intimidating but a fucking gooey butterball heart on the inside.

      Tell me a love story. I’ll listen the crap out of it.

      The Bachelor? Why yes, that’s one of my favorite shows.

      Do I smile when sharing a candlelit dinner with myself, followed by a nice long soak in a bubble bath while Enya—the fucking goddess of all voices—plays in the background? I sure as shit do.

      But if some ignorant asswipe gets in my face on the ball field, stirring up trouble, I’m the first to lay a fist across his jaw and the first to be thrown out of a game.

      And I’m not even sorry about it.

      People are arriving in an hour. I’m vulnerable as fuck with my bare ass resting against the cold white-oak floor of my girl’s apartment, while a lonely tear streams down my freshly shaven cheek. I have no main dish, and the apartment smells like burnt rabbit turd.

      Why am I in this hopeless predicament?

      Because of one person.

      One single person who flipped my life upside down.

      A bombshell in a suit, a ravenous sex-fiend in the sheets, a classy and sophisticated tight-ass in the boardroom. She’s a knockout who’s always on my mind. She’s the girl you do things for, that you never thought you’d ever do . . .

      Like cook a fancy-as-fuck four-course meal for her and her business associates while practicing interesting conversational starters to ensure the night flows smoothly.

      Back in college, I might have been referred to as the mother hen of the boys. I might have cooked at least two meals a week for the guys in the loft, and yeah, I was the ironing wizard, the one everyone turned to, to get out the most stubborn wrinkles. The title has carried on over the years, but my creativity in the kitchen has dwindled with the lack of time, my ironing is now done by my apartment keeper once a week, and the fresh flowers scattered around my place? They’re more dead now than alive.

      My point—I’m not the lady of the house I used to be. But I’ve been getting back into the swing of it.

      So when my girl asked me to perform the impossible feat of an intimate dinner for four, I should have ordered in, tossed everything in serving dishes, and called it a night.

      But nooooooooo, I had to attempt to be a goddamn hero and try to cook everything myself.

      And all for what?

      For one girl?

      No. Not just one girl. The girl who owns my balls, who has a grip so tight on them that if she asked me to bellow out my ABCs in soprano while swirling my finger around my belly button . . . I would.

      Who is this girl that has brought me to the brink of boo-boo smush bear insanity and caused me to weep like a schoolgirl in the corner of the apartment?

      There’s only one lady with more than enough ovaries to buckle the knees of the mighty Jason Orson.

      The one and only Dorothy “Dottie” Domico.

      

      Keep reading HERE
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